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Abstract 
Brands as Humans: Positives and Negatives of Brand Anthropomorphism 
Marina Puzakova 
Hyokjin Kwak, Ph.D. 
 
 
Consumers’ perceptions towards brands as humans have important implications in the 
area of branding. At present, however, we do not know much about the process that 
influences the degree to which consumers perceive brands as human beings and what the 
consequences of the phenomenon are. This dissertation fills this gap in the marketing 
literature. Two studies are provided to better understand the phenomenon. Specifically, 
Study 1theorizes the positive sides of the brand anthropomorphization process. It is based 
on the examination of the theory of anthropomorphism, dehumanization, and knowledge 
activation, combined with field observations from focus-groups and in-depth interviews. 
It is argued that the inference process of brand anthropomorphization begins with primary 
cognition stages and proceeds through secondary cognition stages. During the brand 
anthropomorphization process, two types of anthropomorphized brands perceptions are 
formed – one that is rather transient and one that lasts longer.  
Study 2 addresses the consequences of brand humanization when a brand is 
perceived to be responsible for its product wrongdoing. Specifically, Study 2 finds the 
negative downstream consequences of brand humanization that differ from the positive 
role of anthropomorphism documented in prior research. Furthermore, Study 2 provides 
insights regarding how consumers’ implicit theories of personality affect their judgments 
of anthropomorphized brands that perform negatively. That is, individuals who believe in 
personality stability (i.e., entity theorists), view anthropomorphized brands that 
experience negative publicity less favorably than non-anthropomorphized brands. In 
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contrast, consumers who advocate personality malleability (i.e., incremental theorists), do 
not focus on one behavioral instance in forming impressions of an entity. Hence, they are 
less likely to devalue an anthropomorphized brand based upon a single instance of 
negative information regarding the brand. 
Overall, this dissertation contributes to the literature on brand 
anthropomorphization. First, this research demonstrates that stronger forms of brand 
anthropomorphization, going beyond brand personality attribution (e.g., weaker forms), 
exist, and how they evolve. Second, it shows that the effect of anthropomorphism is not 
universally positive and that it can have negative repercussions in the marketplace.  
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CHAPTER I 
Introduction 
 
In 1757, David Hume stated: 
 
“There is an universal tendency among mankind to conceive all beings 
like themselves… We find human faces in the moon, armies in the 
clouds.” 
(Hume 1991/1757) 
 
This opening statement reflects a ubiquity of the phenomenon of 
anthropomorphism—the human propensity to attribute human characteristics, mind, 
intentions, will, and emotions to nonhuman entities. People have a tendency to explain 
random events in the environment (e.g., weather, earthquakes) by perceiving them as 
humanlike (Guthrie 1993).  Anthropomorphism has had a pervasive effect on human 
perceptions in various domains including religion, science, philosophy, art, and 
aesthetics. In marketing, it has also been demonstrated that consumers often view brands 
as possessing human characteristics (S. J. Levy 1985; Plummer 1985) and form close 
relationships with brands, as they do with other humans (Fournier 1998). Moreover, 
brands are able to trigger people’s goals and, in turn, automatic behaviors that are 
consistent with the brand image (Aggarwal and Mcgill 2012). This phenomenon provides 
evidence that nonhuman stimuli, such as brands, influence individuals in a similar fashion 
as do other people.  
Given the apparent ease with which people view brands as humans, marketers 
have begun to utilize anthropomorphism as a design strategy for their products, as well as 
a means to encourage consumers to connect with their brand (e.g., via creating 
humanized spokes characters). The marketing communication technique of using 
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characters to personify corporate brands has recently received a new impetus, as 
companies attempt to engage consumers on social media websites (Vranica 2012). For 
example, creating emotionally appealing “faces” for a product (e.g., configuration of 
buttons on a cell phone, front grille of a car) is also being accomplished by 
anthropomorphizing a product’s appearance. This technique triggers positive consumer 
reactions via influencing high levels of pleasure and arousal (Landwehr, McGill, and 
Herrmann 2011). In general, the effects of anthropomorphism have been shown to be 
favorable for a brand, as humanized perceptions of an entity trigger positive affect and 
liking for a product.  
However, despite the increasing attractiveness of brand anthropomorphism for 
marketing practitioners, academic researchers have only recently begun to explore the 
phenomenon of brand anthropomorphization. In addition, given that the 
anthropomorphization phenomenon has been extensively studied in the social sciences, 
and that marketplace anthropomorphic representations are becoming more prevalent, it is 
surprising that anthropomorphism has received relatively little attention in the marketing 
and consumer behavior literature. Hence, by incorporating literature from divergent areas 
of inquiry, such as anthropomorphization theory (Nicholas  Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo 
2007), dehumanization and infrahumanization theories (Haslam et al. 2007), 
neuropsychology, as well as the extant theoretical work on the knowledge activation 
(Higgins 1996a), we explain the different psychological paths inherent to the process of 
brand anthropomorphization. Furthermore, as prior research has primarily focused on the 
positive aspects of anthropomorphism (Aggarwal and McGill 2007; Nicholas Epley and 
Waytz 2009), this dissertation uncovers negative downstream consequences of brand 
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anthropomorphism when a brand experiences a public backlash from its product 
wrongdoings.  
 
Objectives of the Study 
 
There are two main objectives of this dissertation. (A list of research questions is 
presented in Table 1-1.) 
 
I. To introduce a process of brand anthropomorphization. Specific 
research questions that are addressed here are: 1) how the concept 
of brand anthropomorphism differs from existing constructs of 
brand personality and consumer-brand relationships; 2) how 
consumers form perceptions of a brand as being human. That is, 
we propose that the process consists of two phases: a) primary 
cognition and b) second-order cognition. In addition, we indicate 
five crucial consequences of the brand anthropomorphization 
process. Study 1 in Chapter II serves these purposes and provides a 
logical grounding for the overall dissertation. 
 
II. To advance our understanding of the negative consequences of 
brand anthropomorphism when a brand faces a spate of negative 
publicity caused by product wrongdoings. Specifically, we identify 
1) negative effects of brand anthropomorphism and 2) the 
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moderating role of implicit theory of personality. Study 2 in 
Chapter III addresses these objectives. 
 
 
 
Overview of Research Design, Methods, and Questions Explored 
 
Overall, this dissertation includes two studies that are based upon several social, 
developmental, and neuropsychology theories. A variety of different methods (i.e., a 
discovery-oriented approach, focus group interviews, in-depth face-to-face interviews, 
experimental design) are adopted to explore the research questions. 
 
Study 1 (Chapter II): Positives of Brands as Humans: The Process of Brand 
Anthropomorphization 
 
Research Objectives 
The global objective of Study 1 is to investigate how the process of brand 
anthropomorphization develops. First, Study 1's goal is to provide a conceptual 
differentiation between similar constructs and concepts (1) brand personality; 2) 
consumer brand-relationship). Second, Study 1 goes beyond the idea that 
anthropomorphism can be explained mainly by the qualities of the nonhuman entity. That 
is, Study 1's goal is to examine the role of the perceivers’ characteristics in 
anthropomorphizing brands. Finally, Study 1's objective is to introduce a process of 
brand anthropomorphization. Specifically, its purpose is to identify phases of the process 
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during which a brand evolves from a less stable initial perception of the brand as human-
like toward a more enduring perception of the brand as a real human.  
 
Method 
a)  A discovery-oriented approach is used to build a theoretical framework 
of the process of AB. In the first stage, we used insights from research 
in marketing, psychology, neuroscience, and other related areas to 
identify some provisional relationships and categories of brand 
anthropomorphization. At the next stage, focus groups were conducted, 
followed by in-depth one-on-one interviews. 
b)  Grounded-theory approach for the data interpretation is used. 
 
Study 2 (Chapter III): Negatives of Brands as Humans: The Detrimental Role of 
Brand Anthropomorphization amidst Product Wrongdoings 
 
Research Objectives 
Study 2's objectives are twofold. That is, Study 2's first inquiry relates to whether 
consumers’ reactions to incidents of negative brand information differ if a brand is 
anthropomorphized versus non-anthropomorphized. Study 2's second question is, if 
consumer evaluations of a brand facing negative publicity vary dependent upon 
anthropomorphism, then what are factors that might facilitate or inhibit these brand 
impressions?  
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Focusing on the first question, Study 2's objective is to demonstrate the negative 
impact of anthropomorphism on consumers’ evaluations of brands that undergo public 
backlash. In addressing the second question, Study 2's goal is not only to provide new 
insights regarding the negative downstream effects of brand anthropomorphization on 
consumers’ processing of negative information, but also to theorize and find support for 
the interactive effect between brand anthropomorphization and consumers’ implicit 
theories of personality. Specifically, Study 2's purpose is to empirically demonstrate our 
theoretical arguments that consumers who believe in the stability (malleability) of 
personality traits (i.e., entity (incremental) theorists) are more (less) likely to devalue a 
brand that performs negatively when the brand is anthropomorphized.  
 
Method 
A series of experiments with between-subjects factorial design is employed.  
 
Justification for the Study 
Anthropomorphism and Anthropomorphized Brands 
 
Anthropomorphism is defined as a process of attributing mind, intentions, 
effortful thinking, emotional states, consciousness, and behaviors to nonhuman entities 
(Aggarwal and McGill 2007; Nicholas  Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo 2007). 
Anthropomorphization of a non-human object activates human schemas. This process 
occurs automatically, because subtle anthropomorphic representations trigger the 
activation and projection of readily accessible human schemas to an entity being 
anthropomorphized. Such a tendency to spontaneously humanize the non-living world 
7 
 
  
can be exemplified by the ease in which people are able to see humans in analog clocks 
with arrows showing the time of 10:10 (Aggarwal and Mcgill 2012) or to identify human 
faces in a variety of objects, such as handbags, locks, bicycles, and cars (Landwehr, 
McGill, and Herrmann 2011). 
To date, a wealth of studies across a variety of disciplines has taught us much 
regarding the factors that influence individuals’ tendency to anthropomorphize the 
nonhuman world (Nicholas  Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo 2007; Waytz, Morewedge et al. 
2010). Among these are cognitive determinants of anthropomorphism, such as the 
accessibility of human knowledge at the moment of perception, individual differences in 
need for cognition (Nicholas Epley, Waytz et al. 2008; Puzakova, Kwak, and Rocereto 
2009), effectance motivations, such as the need to control one’s environment, and 
sociality motivations, such as chronic loneliness and need to belong (Puzakova, Kwak, 
and Andras 2010; Waytz, Morewedge et al. 2010). An additional stream of research has 
focused on understanding behavioral consequences of anthropomorphism. For example, 
Aggarwal and McGill (2012) demonstrate that humanized brands trigger social goals that 
are consistent with a brand’s image. These scholars find that these effects are powerful 
and go beyond the contexts that are directly related to the brand prime. 
Marketing practitioners frequently use anthropomorphism as a positioning 
strategy for their brands. It is argued in the literature that anthropomorphizing a brand can 
take a more subtle, weaker form, such as attributing personality to a brand (J. L. Aaker 
1997; Swaminathan, Stilley, and Ahluwalia 2009), gender (Grohmann 2009), forming 
relationships with brands (Fournier 1998), and developing distinct communities around 
brands (Muniz and O'Guinn 2001; Schouten, McAlexander, and Koenig 2007). 
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Researchers have primarily underscored the positive effects of brand 
anthropomorphization on consumers’ brand and product evaluations (Aggarwal and 
McGill 2007; Aggarwal and Mcgill 2012; Delbaere, McQuarrie, and Phillips 2011). 
Combined, these studies have focused on various aspects of perceiving a brand as a 
human. However, these effects emanate out of a general tendency of anthropomorphizing 
a brand. Brand managers facilitate brand anthropomorphism by creating brand characters, 
mascots, and spokespeople, such as the Geico Gecko, the Kool Aid Man, Quicky the 
Nesquik Bunny, the Sun-Maid Raisin Girl, and the Toucan Man, among many others. 
This marketing tactic of using characters to humanize brands first received popularity in 
the 1950s, when companies such as Kellogg Co. and Maytag introduced their spokes 
characters, such as Tony the Tiger and the Maytag Repairman in their ads (Vranica 
2012). Another example of a successful use of anthropomorphism as a  positioning 
strategy is the 1986 ‘California Raisins’ commercial on behalf of the California Raisin 
Advisory Board. The contemporary marketplace provides an abundance of examples of 
brands being endowed with human characteristics. That is, Kraft Foods Inc. has recently 
launched a new ad campaign for its brand, MilkBite, that features Mel, a humanized 
granola bar. The M&M brand attributes human qualities into its product, M&M candies. 
Human characteristics of emotionality and thought regarding the M&M brand’s 
characters transfer to the M&M brand that, in turn, differentiate the brand from its 
competitors and creates a point of connection with consumers. To celebrate 75 years of 
its Spam brand, Hormel Foods Corp. launched an ad campaign that introduced a little 
cartoon knight named Sir Can A-Lot (Austin Daily Herald 2012). These and many other 
examples demonstrate that the brand anthropomorphization marketing approach has 
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recently increased in popularity. The use of an anthropomorphism positioning strategy is 
being particularly boosted as brand managers realize a greater need to engage consumers 
into consumer-brand conversations on social media platforms (Vranica 2012). 
The increasing attractiveness of anthropomorphism in the marketplace is 
explained by several factors. First, anthropomorphizing a product or a brand in an ad 
increases consumers’ emotional connections to the product, intensifies perceptions of a 
brand’s personality, and, consequently, translates to more favorable brand judgments 
(Delbaere, McQuarrie, and Phillips 2011). Second, the congruity between an activated 
human-schema (e.g., via an ad copy written in the first person) and the human-like 
features of a product (e.g., the shape of a bottle, upper buttons in a configuration of 
cellular phones) induces positive affect and, thus, positively influences perceptions of a 
product’s features and its liking (Aggarwal and McGill 2007).  
Overall, marketing research has begun to document the antecedents and outcomes 
of anthropomorphism in the marketplace. However, there is still little understanding of 
the phenomenon of brand anthropomorphization, as well as its potentially negative 
downstream consequences.  
  
Negative Information in the Marketplace 
 
Companies often fail to deliver promised products or services to their customers. 
Firms’ failures also arise from misconduct on ethical considerations. For instance, the 
year 2010 began with the unprecedented series of safety recalls of 2.3 million vehicles by 
the Japanese automaker, Toyota. That was followed by Ford’s announcement of its 
Fusion hybrid’s brake problems, Johnson & Johnson’s Tylenol pills recall, and Kellogg’s 
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recall of 28 million Apple Jacks, Corn Pops, and Froot Loops cereals. All of these 
occurrences of product recall were complemented with the instances of mismanagement, 
hostile takeovers, workplace violence, and discrimination practices (Figure 1-1 represents 
2010 crisis categories). One of the examples is the parade of sexual harassment 
allegations that culminated in the resignation of Hewlitt-Packard CEO, Mark Hurd, in the 
summer of 2010. As the incidents of firms’ product failures and ethical violations 
develop, they become easily accessible to consumers through various forms of negative 
media coverage. Accordingly, these negative publicities have a devastating impact on 
firms’ reputations, revenues, and market shares (Ahluwalia, Bumkrant, and Unnava 
2000).  Thus, it has been increasingly important for firms to manage their marketing 
communications to effectively mitigate the fallout created by negative news and to 
understand how to recover from a spate of negative publicity. Of equal importance to 
firms is recognizing how their positioning strategies affect consumers’ processing of 
negative information.  
For example, Dawar and Lei (2009) find that product-based versus value-based 
positioning of a brand can alter consumer responses to a product failure. Specifically, as 
consumers perceive product failures as being more relevant to a brand when it has a 
product-based positioning, their reactions towards negative publicity regarding a product 
malfunction become less favorable. Furthermore, Klein and Dawar (Klein and Dawar 
2004) demonstrate that companies emphasizing their corporate social responsibility are 
also less affected by negative publicity. Overall, prior research has indicated that the 
positioning of a brand prior to a spate of negative publicity has important implications for 
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consumers’ responses to negative media coverage. As discussed above, 
anthropomorphism is a common positioning strategy for many brands in the marketplace.  
Anthropomorphic representations of a brand trigger consumers’ perceptions of 
brands as living entities with their own humanlike motivations, characteristics, conscious 
will, emotions, and intentions (Nicholas Epley and Waytz 2009; S. Kim and McGill 
2010). However, awareness of intentions within a human entity triggers a perception of 
purposeful actions that, in turn, is related to perceived responsibility for performing the 
action (Waytz, Gray et al. 2010). If so, can an anthropomorphic positioning of a brand 
have negative repercussions when the brand is viewed as being responsible for its 
wrongdoing? In fact, the contemporary marketplace provides several examples of brands 
that are positioned with anthropomorphic features, which became subject to negative 
news arising from its product wrongdoings. For example, in 2006, M&M branded 
menorahs, designed to resemble M&M’s candies, were recalled due to a potential fire 
hazard. Later, in 2008, M&M received additional negative publicity when traces of 
melamine, a poisonous substance, were found in M&M candies. Therefore, it is 
managerially and theoretically important to explore the question of whether a brand’s 
product wrongdoings are more detrimental to the image of the brand due to its 
anthropomorphization.  
 
Contribution to Knowledge 
 
The dissertation contributes to the brand anthropomorphism literature in several 
ways. First, given the gap in the marketing literature regarding the process of brand 
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anthropomorphization, the dissertation contributes to our understanding of the 
development of strong forms of brand anthropomorphization. Specifically, we 
demonstrate that the process evolves from transient, less stable forms of anthropomorphic 
perceptions of a brand towards more stable, enduring representations. In addition, this 
dissertation demonstrates that anthropomorphized brands have important managerial 
implications, as well, that play a significant role in consumers’ lives. That is, consumers 
who anthropomorphize their brands trust the brands more, forgive the brands’ 
transgressions as they would forgive a friend, care for them with parental solicitude, and 
are willing to spend extra for brands’ decorations and accessories. We believe that 
delving deeper into understanding the nature of anthropomorphic brand judgment 
presents rich material for more effective marketing communications. Advertising 
practitioners and brand manager practitioners may build on these findings to create 
additional points of connection with consumers and induce them to build stronger 
consumer-brand relationships.   
Second, our research contributes to the anthropomorphism literature by providing 
initial theoretical and empirical documentation of the negative effects of brand 
anthropomorphization on consumers’ evaluations toward the brand when it is adversely 
affected by negative media coverage. As brands are anthropomorphized, they appear 
mindful, conscious, and capable of intentional actions and, therefore, are perceived as 
responsible for performing negative actions. This phenomenon is closely allied with the 
theoretical premise that intentional, as opposed to accidental, actions are perceived as 
being more detrimental in determining responsibility and blame. Furthermore, this 
research also contributes to anthropomorphism theory by deepening our understanding of 
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the way people bear upon social beliefs and perceptions when an inanimate entity is 
being anthropomorphized. Specifically, this dissertation demonstrates that when 
individuals apply their implicit theories of personality to humanized brands, the effect of 
brand anthropomorphization on consumers’ attitudes varies depending on the particular 
theory to which consumers adhere.  
Documenting evidence of the negative effects of the anthropomorphization of a 
brand that is deemed responsible for its product’s negative performance is not only 
theoretically worthwhile but also delivers managerially important insights. Specifically, 
this research provides managerial guidelines for the management of a brand that is under 
negative news coverage. That is, brand anthropomorphization may facilitate both 
negative brand reactions (for entity theorists) and increase positive brand responses (for 
incremental theorists). As the implicit theory view can be induced through the variations 
of ad communications, a brand manager, therefore, should carefully craft its post-crisis 
brand communications, tailoring them to specific segments of consumers.  
Finally, this dissertation applies several social psychology theories (e.g., implicit 
theory of personality, attribution theory, knowledge activation and correction) to an 
understanding of the formation of an anthropomorphized brands and its potential negative 
consequences when a brand is viewed as being responsible for its wrongdoings. As a 
result, this dissertation adopts a multi-disciplinary approach for explaining consumer 
psychological processes that underlie the phenomenon of brand anthropomorphization. 
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General Organization of the Study 
This chapter presents the overall organization of the dissertation. The following 
chapters explain the key foundations of each of the two studies and generate detailed 
research questions and hypotheses. 
Study 1 is described in Chapter II. Study 2 is presented in Chapter III. Each of the 
studies concludes with managerial implications, implications for theory, limitations, and 
suggestions for future research. 
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CHAPTER II: STUDY 1—POSITIVES OF BRANDS AS HUMANS: THE 
PROCESS OF BRAND ANTHROPOMORPHIZATION 
 
Introduction 
The concept of anthropomorphization has been explored from various 
perspectives, including a religious context (Gilmore 1919), an application to pets 
(Cheney and Seyfarth 1990), human perceptions of gadgets (Nicholas Epley, Akalis et al. 
2008), and human-computer interactions (Sung et al. 2007). Imbuing nonhuman entities 
with humanlike intentions, motivations, characteristics, conscious will, soul, spirit, and 
emotions are the essence of anthropomorphism. In this paper, we focus on the 
anthropomorphization of brands. At present, the process by which consumers perceive 
brands as human is not clearly understood. While the anthropomorphization phenomenon 
has been extensively studied in the social sciences, it has received relatively little 
attention in the marketing consumer behavior literature (Aggarwal and McGill 2007).  
Additionally, social science researchers have considered anthropomorphization an 
automatic psychological process that does not vary among individuals, and marketing 
researchers who have explored the notion of humanized brands (e.g., brand personality), 
have also considered the process as a chronically occurring consumer judgment. For 
instance, Levy (1985) and Plummer (1985) provide evidence that consumers easily view 
brands as possessing human characteristics, and  Fournier (1998) claims that individuals 
experience little difficulty assigning personality features to brands. 
However, the anthropomorphization theory introduced by Epley et al. (2007) 
posits that the tendency to anthropomorphize objects is a phenomenon varying in strength 
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depending on different domains, contexts, and individual differences. From this 
perspective the concept of brand personality represents a weak form of 
anthropomorphism which attributes observable human characteristics to brands. 
Anthropomorphism goes beyond brand personality and requires extending judgment 
beyond directly observable traits and morphological features of nonhuman objects to 
making inferences about unobservable features that define humanness (Epley et al. 2008). 
Some marketing scholars have adopted the  social psychology position (e.g., see Guthrie 
1993) that anthropomorphism is a mistaken representation (Aggarwal and McGill 2007). 
However, Epley et al. (2008) advocate that the treatment of anthropomorphism as an 
error is a mistake in itself. These researchers posit that stronger forms of 
anthropomorphism involve conscious imbuement of nonhuman objects with humanlike 
traits and behavior towards the object as if it is human.  
Our study contributes to the understanding of brand anthropomorphization by 
describing the development of stronger forms of anthropomorphism. Specifically, we fill 
a gap in the marketing literature by extending consumers’ perceptions of brands as fully 
human, instead of as merely possessing personality traits. In addition, a conceptual 
differentiation between similar constructs and concepts (1) brand personality; 2) 
consumer brand-relationship) is provided. We show that consumers consciously report 
their anthropomorphic perceptions of brands and behave toward them as if they, in fact, 
possess human traits. Second, we go beyond the idea that anthropomorphism is explained 
by the qualities of the target. For example, anthropomorphization of cars has been 
explained by the look of the front grille (e.g., morphological features) (Aggarwal and 
McGill 2007). However, recent research in social psychology has found that the 
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characteristics and motivations of perceivers are an important component of the process 
of anthropomorphization (Gardner and Knowles 2008). Current marketing understanding 
of the role of the perceivers’ characteristics in anthropomorphizing brands is limited. 
Third, we introduce a process of brand anthropomorphization. Deriving our argument 
from related research in social and neuropsychology, and from the results of in-depth 
interviews, we posit that the process consists of two phases: a) primary cognition and b) 
second-order cognition. In the first phase, we propose that a less stable initial perception 
of anthropomorphized brand (AB) is formed. We explain the process of brand 
anthropomorphization as following the activation of human knowledge. This process 
results in the formation of transient AB. In the secondary-order cognition (metacognition) 
stage, a more enduring perception of AB is formed.  
Within these two broad phases in the process of consumers’ AB formation, we 
specify four discernible stages (i.e., activation, perception of afferent AB, refinement, 
perception of efferent AB) (see figure 1). We also provide a theoretical basis of how AB 
may fail to form. Conceptually, we derive our propositions based on 
anthropomorphization theory (Nicholas  Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo 2007), 
dehumanization and infrahumanization theories (Haslam et al. 2007), as well as 
theoretical work on knowledge activation (Higgins 1996a) to explain the different 
psychological paths of the anthropomorphic process (as it relates to brands).  
The overall conceptual model is presented in figure 1 which describes the internal 
process that encourages or discourages AB. Finally, since marketing research has been 
relatively silent on the perception of stronger forms of brand anthropomorphization, a 
greater comprehension of AB consequences is needed. Here, we delineate the outcomes 
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of the brand anthropomorphization process for consumer behavior. To conclude, we 
present the implications of AB perceptions for marketing practitioners. 
 
 
 
Study Approach 
 
In this study, we used a discovery-oriented approach (Deshpande 1983; Kohli and 
Jaworski 1990; Mahrer 1988; Wells 1993) to build a theoretical framework of the process 
of AB. This approach requires a balance between exhaustive literature review (a ‘fine-
grained’ approach) and a field (a ‘coarse-grained’) research to capture the essence of the 
phenomenon. In the first stage of our research, we used insights from research in 
marketing, psychology, neuroscience, and other related areas to identify some provisional 
relationships and categories of AB. Drawing from the related literature, we developed a 
conceptual structure that allowed us to construct semi-structured interview protocols for 
use in focus-groups and in-depth interviews. The interview protocol guided our field 
investigation, which provided the basis for the extension of our initial theoretical 
framework.  
In the next phase, we conducted 6 focus-group interviews (n = 14) and 3 one-to-
one in-depth interviews. The informants were normally distributed in terms of gender 
(Female = 10 and Male = 8). At this stage, we interviewed 17 undergraduate students at a 
northeastern U.S. university. Each of the focus-group and in-depth interviews took 
between 40 minutes and 1 hour (see table 1 for details about our informants). 
Undergraduate subjects were recruited via an undergraduate Marketing class with course 
credits offered for participation. 
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Due to the sensitive nature of the topic under investigation, we could not initiate 
the dialogue with the grand tour question of whether subjects perceive brands as humans. 
Therefore, the discussions began with an invitation for the respondents to think of brands 
they care for, love, or have close relationships with. From there, subsequent prompts 
appeared during the course of the discussion. For example, we asked respondents to 
recollect whether they have ever thought about brands in human terms or whether they 
interacted with brands in the same way they interact with other humans. Some 
respondents reacted rather assertively to our lead with the brand humanization topics, 
insisting that seeing humans in commercial products is going too much beyond their 
comprehension, and even psychologically and socially wrong. These reactions are not 
surprising considering the complex nature and variability of the phenomenon of AB. If 
subjects were found to have experiences of humanizing a brand, they were induced to 
think how such experiences evolved over time. In addition, we sought to understand the 
nature of anthropomorphization and what specific human capabilities individuals 
attribute to brands.  
All of the interview sessions were voice recorded, then a professional 
transcription service firm transcribed the recorded interviews. We coded interviews using 
open coding, following a grounded theory approach (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss 
1987). Specifically, we categorized utterances (McCracken 1988) as units of analysis and 
then attempted to synthesize the data by comparing patterns across respondents (Spiggle 
1994). To build confidence in our data, we used several iteration procedures. First, we 
utilized back-and-forth procedure between each interview and the entire set of interviews 
to encourage a refining and verification of concepts (Hirschman 1992; Thompson, 
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Locander, and Pollio 1990). We organized the emic findings to interpret each 
respondent’s pattern of AB perception (or a lack of thereof). Then, at an etic level, we 
identified common patterns of informants’ experiences with brands as humans. Second, 
we used the insights obtained from the field-based data to revise our provisional 
theoretical model of the AB process. The field-based data shed light on additional 
dimensions and categories of AB, which were not evident from initial literature review. 
Thus, applying a serially progressive procedure, we used emerged themes to guide a 
second round of literature search in order to gain theoretical support of new, unexpected 
constructs.  
In the final stage of our research, we conducted two more focus-groups (n=8, 5 
graduate students and 2 faculty members). Respondents were offered appreciation for 
their participation upon finishing the interviews. In addition to providing more insights 
on the process of AB, this phase of the research served as a form of ‘triangulation’ 
(Menon, Jewell, and Unnava 1999; Morgan, Anderson, and Mittal 2005), which enabled 
us to assess ecological validity of emergent categories and refine the relationships among 
constructs.  
                                               
A Four Stage Process Model of Brand Anthropomorphization 
Consistent with existing theories of anthropomorphism (e.g., Nicholas  Epley, 
Waytz, and Cacioppo 2007), we assume that the AB process is an inductive inference 
which acknowledges the influence of many factors on the final perception of the stimuli. 
The process of inference requires  consumers’ judgments of non-accessible brand 
features from ostensible, accessed attributes (Hansen and Zinkhan 1984). Similarly, the 
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process of AB consists of consumers’ judgments about unobservable characteristics of a 
brand, rather than descriptive reports of a brand’s observable facets. One important way 
of illuminating the process of AB is by building conceptual linkages between research on 
anthropomorphization and dehumanization. The latter process complements the former, 
and they are thought to be the ends of one continuum (Kwan and Fiske 2008). Thus, 
research suggesting mechanisms by which individuals bestow nonhumans with human 
features and derogate humanness from human agents informed our derivation of the 
process of brand anthropomorphization. Based on the related literature and the field 
observations, we posit that the AB process consists of two phases comprised of four 
specific stages (see figure 1 as a conceptual framework for the following discussion). The 
primary cognition stage is comprised of two phases – 1) activation of homocentric 
knowledge and 2) formation of transient AB. 
The second phase, secondary cognition (or metacognition (see Petty et al. 2007)) 
consists of two stages. Within the secondary cognition phase, we describe how AB agents 
lead to the development of stable AB perception (efferent AB) from transient (afferent) 
AB through the refinement process. To the contrary, AB correction agents may lead to 
the correction of initial transient AB perception. The use of the terms, afferent and 
efferent AB, is inspired by Doob (1947, 142) who proposed that the afferent-habit 
strength of attitude is evoked by priming factors and that the efferent-habit strength of 
attitude is “itself a cue and drive-producing”. Further, we delineate the consequences of 
AB, as well as the economic and social functions of AB. 
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Anthropomorphization and Anthropomorphized Brands 
Guthrie (1993) defines anthropomorphism as the perception and recognition of 
humans in objects in the surrounding environment. Epley et al. (2007, 865) argue that, 
“anthropomorphism involves more than simply attributing life to the nonliving (i.e., 
animism)”. More specifically, anthropomorphism involves attributing mind (e.g., 
intentions, effortful thinking, consciousness), soul, emotional states, and behavioral 
features (Nicholas  Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo 2007) to nonhuman objects. In our 
study, we apply the notion of anthropomorphization to brands and define 
anthropomorphized brands as brands perceived by consumers to be actual human beings 
with various emotional states, mind, spirit, and conscious behavior.   
A fuller comprehension of the AB concept requires some grounding in two 
closely related streams of research in the area of branding—1) consumer-brand 
relationship and 2) brand personality. First, results of a qualitative study on consumer-
brand relationship formation, conducted by Fournier (1998), shows some evidence that 
consumers form relationships with brands. Extensive research in consumer behavior 
supports the notion of the existence of a multiplex plethora of strong consumer-brand 
relationships varying from marriages of convenience to secret affairs (J. Aaker, Fournier, 
and Brasel 2004; Aggarwal and Law 2005; H. R. Kim, Lee, and Ulgado 2005; C. W. 
Park, MacInnis, and Priester 2009).  
Fournier has adopted the position of some of classical thinkers in sociology who 
view social interactions as requiring certain capabilities that only humans possess 
(Goffman 1959; Weber 1974). Specifically, Fournier (1998) argues that for a brand to 
serve as a viable relationship partner and become a legitimate member of a consumer-
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brand bond, a brand “must surpass the personification qualification” and should possess 
multiple qualities of a human being. The cornerstone of Fournier’s relationship argument 
is the premise that consumers form strong relationships only when they perceive the 
brands in human terms. Building her conceptual point on theories of animism, she refers 
to the evidence from marketing studies which show that consumers easily imbue brands 
with personality traits, the spirit of a past or present other, or the features of a brand’s 
spokes character. Although persuasive, the notion that a brand should be perceived as 
human or humanlike to become a legitimate relationship partner has never been a subject 
of empirical testing. Indeed, there are several compelling theoretical arguments and 
empirical evidence to suggest that a nonhuman object may enter social interaction void of 
any of the special capabilities tied to a human (Callon 1987; Latour 1996).  
According to actor-network theory, an actant, any independent entity (i.e., human 
being, object, memory) that enters a social exchange, need not consciously will for things 
to happen within the relationship network, need not to intend to act, or become reflexive 
about the results of  interaction (Latour 2005; Law 1992). In this theoretical framework, 
actants are not defined by what they are (i.e., humans vs. nonhumans) or by their inner 
motivations, but rather by what reaction they trigger or whether they engage the other 
participant of the network. Hence, theory posits that nonhumans can be legitimately a 
part of social interaction without being imbued with human capabilities. Logically, 
brands may enter a relationship network with consumers without being humanized. For 
example, a consumer may have strong bonds with the Kellogg’s brand of cereal. That is, 
s/he may be loyal, perceive it close to him/her like an ally helping dieting but still the 
transformation from brand to complete human will probably be hard. In a similar vein, 
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scholars argue that consumers’ basic commercial exchanges (e.g., purchases of “invisible 
brands” (Coupland 2005)), nevertheless, should be understood in terms of brand 
relationships (Fournier 2009). Thus, the idea of such pragmatic transactions having a 
status of consumer-brand relationship suggests that, likely, habitually purchased brands 
are not necessarily perceived as humans. Overall, we posit that research on consumer-
brand relationship neither sheds light on the concept of AB nor provides any evidence 
regarding the process of brand anthropomorphization.  
Second, weak forms of anthropomorphism, such as brand personality  (which 
includes perceiving some aspects of humanlike traits, but not perceiving an object as 
literally  human) have prevailed in the marketing literature (J. L. Aaker 1997; J. L. Aaker 
1999). This includes as-if anthropomorphic judgment, that is, perceiving the brand as-if it 
were human.  More than a decade ago, marketing scholars explored the concept of brand 
personality (BP) (J. L. Aaker 1997) which imbues brands with observable human 
personality traits. However, many characteristics of humanness are not readily 
observable, and personality, though an essential observable part of humans, does not 
exhaust the concept of humanness (Haslam et al. 2005). The process of 
anthropomorphism requires making inferences regarding unobservable human 
characteristics and, thus, goes beyond making judgments of observable features (Nicholas 
Epley, Waytz et al. 2008). Thus, brand personality represents only one facet of the many 
components of AB. The AB process requires a deeper understanding of humanness and 
entails the examination of a variety of psychological attributions to brands which goes 
beyond personality traits. 
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In addition, social psychology and marketing research suggest that there are 
different forms of anthropomorphism (Nicholas Epley, Waytz et al. 2008) varying from 
strong (i.e., religious object as an actual human) to weak such as attributing gender to 
brands (Grohmann 2009), personality to brands (Fitzsimons, Chartrand, and Fitzsimons 
2008; Johar, Sengupta, and Aaker 2005) and pets (Nicholas Epley, Waytz et al. 2008), or 
cursing one’s computer when it ‘disappoints’ (Kiesler, Siegel, and McGuire 1984). 
Following this literature, we propose that consumers’ AB perceptions extend to stronger 
forms of anthropomorphism rather than just the weaker form present in brand personality. 
Also, we suggest that consumers may not complete the full brand anthropomorphization 
process, a purely theoretical concept. However, consumers may come close to this 
theoretical point in their perceptions of brands as complete humans. We found that some 
consumers, in fact, approach this theoretical point closely despite the trend of our 
informants to fall short of consciously endorsing the brand as a human. 
To illustrate consumers’ ‘allocation’ on the continuum, consider a person who 
does not like soft drinks and does not consume soft drinks. To this person Diet Dr. Pepper 
may be perceived as a commercial entity – a beverage which fulfills a physiological thirst 
need. In contrast, some consumers might associate Diet Dr. Pepper with a cool 
personality. Additionally, an individual may perceive her cat as conceited, but fail to 
consciously endorse it as a human, and a consumer may see sincere and family-oriented 
personality traits in the Hallmark brand, however, upon conscious reflection, not view the 
brand as human. Further, a female consumer who uses the brand of cosmetic Mac may 
perceive the brand as a human being comprised of mind, emotionality, and spirit. The 
consumer transcends mere attribution of personality traits and sees the brand as fully 
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human. Thus, based on individuals’ attributions of the defining features of humanness, 
we explain the AB perception process beginning from consumers’ perceptions of 
personality in brands, to the perceptions of brands as humanlike entities (i.e., projections 
of mind, intentions, emotions). As is the case with many marketing phenomena, AB is 
both situation-specific and impacted by individual characteristics. 
 
Primary Cognition Process 
The primary cognition stage includes initial thoughts regarding an object and 
reflects the range of all relevant associations and inferences regarding this object (Petty et 
al. 2007). Primary anthropomorphic thoughts happen automatically and involve the 
activation and projection of readily accessible human schemas to brands with the 
concomitant neuropsychological reactions which occur during the process of social 
judgment. The automatic and intuitive nature of primary cognition thoughts explains why 
the first anthropomorphic impression of a brand results in consumers’ perceptions of the 
brand as transient  human (i.e., afferent AB). This transient nature of AB is vulnerable to 
further thoughts regarding the appropriateness of anthropomorphic inference. Stronger 
(i.e., stable, non-transient) forms of AB are the outcomes of a conscious reflection which 
follows initial intuitive judgment. We identify two distinct stages of primary cognition: a) 
activation of homocentric knowledge, and b) the formation of afferent AB. 
 
Stage 1: Activation. According to Epley et al. (2007), the primary determinant of 
nonhuman object anthropomorphization is the activation of individuals’ human category 
knowledge. The elicitation of human knowledge is based upon the inability of humans to 
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imagine how to be an object and individuals’ natural tendency to experience what it is to 
be a human, based on their sensory limitations (Nicholas  Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo 
2007). The activation of human knowledge is possible when characteristics resembling 
humans are made observable to consumers. For instance, morphological similarity of the 
product (i.e., shape of the front grille of the car resembling a human smile) activates 
human schema (Aggarwal and McGill 2007). When consumers think about brands, 
different associative links may be activated, such as product category, user image, 
specific logotypes, etc. connected to the brand node in memory (Keller 1993; Keller 
2003). These associative links differ in the extent to which they represent abstract or 
concrete thoughts. For example, thinking of a Pillsbury brand’s dough boy spokes-
character is a more specific thought than general evaluative thoughts about the Coca-Cola 
brand as exciting, joyful, and happy. Global beliefs are abstract brand representations 
learned from marketing communications and are context free (Ng and Houston 2006). In 
this article, we focus on brand personality as consumers’ global beliefs attached to a 
brand name (i.e., Apple is young, imaginative), as opposed to specific beliefs (i.e., Mac 
computers have great design).  
The concept of personality represents the set of stable, situation independent, 
general dynamics and reactions to surrounding stimuli (Kassarjian 1971). In the 
marketing domain, scholars have defined brand personality as the set of human features 
that are associated with a brand and are strictly applicable to brands (Azoulay and 
Kapferer 2003). Since learning about individual’s dispositional traits requires one to 
accumulate information across many situations, forming global beliefs about brand 
personality traits requires the aggregation of information across many communication 
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contexts. However, while marketers may attempt to build specific personalities for their 
brands, not all brands possess highly accessible, salient brand personalities. For many 
consumers, specific beliefs about brands are more accessible than global beliefs (e.g., 
brand personality). For example, many respondents may not think of brands beyond 
functional characteristics or good service. In our framework, salient brand personality, 
which represents an aspect of humanness, will activate human knowledge. 
Notably, as any of the brand personality traits may become highly accessible and 
serve as a trigger of human knowledge activation, previous research and our data alike 
suggest that personality traits incorporated under the umbrella of morality (e.g., social 
responsiveness, responsibility) will play a paramount role in activating human schemas. 
More specifically, academic research on the attributions of human nature has 
demonstrated that individuals attribute human nature characteristics such as 
understanding of others, prosocial tendencies, responsiveness, and intentions to help, to 
nonhuman agents (Haslam et al. 2005). In research on infrahumanization, that represents 
milder forms of complete denegation of human features from humans, studies on a big 
five personality traits have shown that agreeableness, the trait which has the highest 
correlation with moral orientation, is derogated from nonhumans foremost. We also 
found evidence of these concepts in our data. For example, one of our respondents, Eric, 
perceived the Google brand as caring, exhibiting individualized attention, and promptly 
responsive to his needs. In this regard, attributions of empathic and helping personality 
characteristics to the brand serve as the conveyors of anthropomorphic information (e.g., 
“So, it does make me feel like a friend in that sense, though, like they are really 
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personally helping you”). A similar theme is evident from the other of our respondents, 
Jessica:  
Instead of just selling coffee, they are also trying to help the world, they 
are improving the world in some way. It makes them see as more humans 
versus just factory pushing out goods. It is also trying to give something 
back. 
Jessica (female, 21) 
 
Despite seeing a brand personally caring and helping and, thus, relating the brand 
to human features in the responses exemplified above, our participants do not directly 
report instances of perceiving a brand in human terms. Further literature review 
suggested that the salient features of humanness are only a necessary condition for the 
process of AB. What induces individuals to abandon a perception of a brand as a non-
human entity and to leap to brand anthropomorphization is the concurrent activation of 
human knowledge and a strong emotional arousal triggered at a specific moment of 
consumer-brand interaction. In this regard, recent research in social psychology has 
documented neural correlates of anthropomorphism. Specifically, scholars have found 
non-human objects must be emotionally arousing to be anthropomorphized. Previous 
research specifies that amygdala, the neural structure in the brain associated with affect 
(Lieberman et al. 2007), is activated during complex social categorical processing (Harris 
and Fiske 2008; Wheeler and Fiske 2005). For instance, amygdala is involved in judging 
trustworthiness and racial categories (Winston et al. 2002).  
In addition, functional neuroimaging studies have established the importance of 
amygdala in the processing of emotional information (Heberlein and Adolphs 2004; 
Morris et al. 1996). Combined, these findings led to the conclusion that amygdala 
participates in both emotional processing and complex social judgments (Heberlein and 
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Adolphs 2004). Consistent with these conclusions, scholars in social and 
neuropsychology have demonstrated that the processing of social information and 
emotionally arousing stimuli are causally related. This conceptualization has been 
utilized by several authors to explain the role that amygdala plays in anthropomorphizing 
objects. For example, Heberlein and Adolphs (2004) find that subjects with bilateral 
amygdala damage provide abnormally inanimate descriptions of the non-human objects 
in a film which were explained in anthropomorphic terms by the rest healthy controls. 
The scholars conclude that the process of anthropomorphization consists of two sets of 
simultaneous processes: those that rely on strong emotional reactions to a stimulus, and 
those that rely on the retrieval of appropriate social knowledge.  
During our focus-group and in-depth interviews, we observed that respondents 
experienced strong emotional arousal at their first encounters with brands, and, 
concurrently, they possessed accessible social (e.g., brand personality) knowledge about 
the brands that they perceived in human terms. One of our informants, Andrea, had a 
unique emotional experience purchasing the Aldo shoes on her own for the first time. 
Since then, Aldo has become a special brand of shoes for Andrea. However, she never 
attributed any salient brand personality characteristics to a brand. Thus, despite feeling 
emotionally attached to the Aldo brand, Andrea did not develop her perceptions of the 
brand in human terms. On the other hand, Samantha identified strong personality 
dimensions in the Jones New York brand (e.g., professional, independent), at the same 
time experiencing a strong emotional arousal the moment she bought it. In a similar vein, 
Fred ascertained great reliability of the Honda car, and at the moment of the first 
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interaction with the brand, he felt emotionally attached to it. The following quotation is 
representative of these ideas: 
The day we bought the Honda… because the name of the car dealer is 
Shamu, we named our car Mu. We treated the car as our son. And every 
day we say “Does Mu run well?”The first time we sat in the Honda car, 
we felt attached to it. I don’t know why. We tested Honda, we then tested 
Toyota, some other cars. We sat in Camry, we felt it’s not our car. Honda 
is more reliable...We felt attached to Honda. I don’t know why.  
Fred (male, 33) 
 
I can think of my Jones New York umbrella which I had for over 10 years.  
And I got it when I just started my 20th and the first thing I’ve bought that 
made me feel  that I am an adult women. Because it was Jones New York 
(stressed), it had a brand name right there. The moment I bought it was the 
moment I became an adult women in the world and I was gonna (sic) be a 
carrier woman. I still have it to this day and instead of carrying the pocket 
travel umbrella when I feel I need to do something important and need to 
be a professional woman, I carry it with me.  
Samantha (female, 32) 
 
We also determine that the process of concurrent activation of dispositional 
human knowledge and strong emotional arousal has its negative counterpart. In other 
words, our informants reported instances of experiencing strong negative emotional 
arousal, conditioned on the activation of negative brand actions.   
The one time that I can remember really clearly thinking about a brand 
sort of as of a person almost is getting out off the phone with the Comcast. 
And you say: “I can’t stand the Comcast.” I just had an encounter with an 
individual person but then when I hang up the phone, I said “I’m really 
mad at Comcast.” In that instance, I almost take that person that I just 
talked individually, even though they are the ones who started the anger, 
for some reason I attribute my anger to the whole brand –organization. I 
hang up the phone and I said “I hate Comcast”, I don’t say, “I hate that 
guy” who was on the other end of the phone. “The Comcast is the jerk.” I 
could be perfectly calm with the guy. I would not develop an antagonistic 
relation. But in this sense, when anger involved, that’s one, I think, when 
stuff comes out for me.  
John (male, 37) 
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In line with these observations, literature in social psychology distinguishes 
between dispositional mental representations, which  consist of traits, and  instrumental 
knowledge structures, which consists of learned interpersonal contingencies such as one’s 
action leading to certain consequences (Higgins 1996b). More specifically, instrumental 
human knowledge is a knowledge schema that provides information about the causal 
relationship between specific behavior and its consequences. In human-to-human context, 
the example of this representational contingency may be, “When I reciprocate the 
generosity of a friend, the friendship lasts longer (Higgins 1996b, 1068).”  
Several marketing studies have argued that a brand may be perceived as 
exhibiting specific behaviors or actions (Aggarwal 2004; Aggarwal and Law 2005). For 
example, a consumer who has been a committed customer to the Bank X for a long time 
may think that, “If the Bank X asks for my money when I need a bit of assistance, it ruins 
our relationship” (Aggarwal 2004). In the social psychology literature, scholars have 
emphasized that instrumental and dispositional mental representations are stored 
separately in memory (Klein et al. 1993b). Thus, as brand personality may activate 
dispositional human knowledge, brand actions may activate instrumental human 
knowledge. However, similar to the process of simultaneous activation of dispositional 
human knowledge and the experience of positive emotional arousal, the activation of 
instrumental human knowledge should occur concurrently with the experience of strong 
negative emotional arousal. In his comment on one of the Wal-Mart’s commercial, Eric 
describes his view of the brand as an evil giant based on Wal-Mart’s mistreatment of its 
employees:  
To me, Wal-Mart just seems very fake, like it really – their bouncing 
smiley face hasn’t really convinced me that they’re this really happy, 
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friendly brand. In my mind, they’re still like this, kind of like, evil giant, 
you know. You know, like squashing like, smaller businesses, you know, 
mistreating employees, things of that nature. 
 
Interestingly, some respondents intuitively grasped the nature of brand 
anthropomorphization. Specifically, they reflected that the positive perception of a brand 
in human terms may not form due to the fact that they do not experience positive 
emotional arousal from their interactions with brands. For example, John, quoted in the 
passage regarding the perception of the Comcast brand as negatively human, stated: 
How much are you aroused emotionally? If I don’t really have emotional 
thing, then I’m probably less likely to attribute something to a brand. If I 
get really charged up, either…especially negative, but possibly positive, in 
the situation, then I might start attribute things to the brand and then I feel 
that a brand is a human. It starts to take shape of a human.  
 
 
Stage2: Afferent AB. Afferent AB is the transient stage between the temporal 
assimilation of readily accessible dispositional or instrumental human knowledge 
representation with a brand and the formation of more stable consumers’ representation 
of a brand as human. In this case, the formation of afferent AB occurs when external 
circumstances (e.g., strong positive emotional experience with a brand) produce 
provocation to see a brand as a human (i.e., activation of amygdala) at the same time 
energizing dispositional human knowledge structures (i.e., activation of brand personality 
schemas). Hence, activated amygdala responsible for the process of 
anthropomorphization, suspends the belief that the non-human entity (i.e., a brand) lacks 
human characteristics (Harris and Fiske 2008). At this stage, consumers temporary 
attribute human features to a brand by ignoring a representation of the brand as a 
commercial entity.  
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Afferent AB is not a stable construct, but only consumers’ perception of a brand 
as partially human. This psychological process of partial brand anthropomorphization 
implies that a brand intermittently ceases to be a non-human entity, but reality testing of a 
belief that this brand is a commercial creation is not completely lost. The transient nature 
of consumers’ perceptions of positive or negative afferent AB makes it vulnerable to the 
influence of alternate nonhuman representations. In the following section, we explain that 
the transformation of afferent into long-lasting (i.e., efferent) AB occurs through the 
process of refinement or into non-AB through the process of correction. In addition, we 
found that consumers do not form stable negative AB representations. In other words, 
when individuals negatively perceive a brand in human terms, they do not endorse this 
brand as a human further. In contrast, individuals who are motivated to consciously 
reflect on the humanness of the brand, develop long-lasting positive representations of a 
brand as human. We believe that this asymmetry is determined by the nature of AB 
refinement agents, as discussed later, that require the formation of positive enduring ABs.  
 
Second-Order Cognition Process 
Earlier, we noted that afferent AB ends the primary cognition stage. Following a 
primary thought, consumers may generate secondary thoughts which control and lead to 
the reevaluation of  their mental activity, perceptions, and on-going thought processes 
(Jost, Kruglanski, and Nelson 1998). At this phase, individuals evaluate their initial 
judgment and identify their thoughts as favorable or unfavorable (Petty et al. 2007; 
Wegener and Petty 1995). The essence of the metacognitive stage of the 
anthropomorphic process is a consumer’s assessment of whether making conscious 
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anthropomorphic brand endorsement is appropriate, good, and desirable. When 
consumers find that their AB perceptions are favorable, they will be motivated to refine 
their existing thoughts of afferent AB. We define the refinement process of afferent AB 
as the process through which consumers engage in more complex attribution of human 
capabilities to the initial afferent AB judgment. 
Furthermore, the relevant literature and in-depth focus-groups and interviews 
have indicated a number of agents which may facilitate AB refinement. AB refinement 
agents such as sociality motivation, effectance motivation, and brand dependency lead to 
the refinement stage of AB process, and, finally, to the perception of more long-lasting, 
efferent AB. Thus, depending on the influence of the AB refinement agents, consumers 
may be more or less motivated to attach human vs. nonhuman features in their 
subsequent second-order judgment about brands.  
On the other hand, when an anthropomorphic perception is considered 
inappropriate, unacceptable, or even obscene, individuals will try to avoid this perception 
and correct their thoughts. In support of the correction process, we found that AB 
correction agents, such as consumers’ need for cognition and need for precision, prevent 
afferent AB from further development.  
 
Stage 3: Refinement Stage via AB Refinement Agents. We define AB refinement 
agents as motivational determinants of the brand anthropomorphization process. They 
operate as drive states which facilitate the perception of brands as human. Research in 
social psychology has begun to question whether anthropomorphism is fully explained by 
the qualities of the target alone or whether perceivers’ motivational states and emotions 
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also play an important role in this process. For instance, Epley et al. (2008) demonstrate 
that individuals who are motivated to search for social connection attribute human 
characteristics to their pets to a greater extent than  individuals less motivated to do so. 
During the course of the interviews, we found that the progression from perceiving 
afferent AB to more stable anthropomorphic judgment occurs for individuals who need to 
satisfy their goals of social connection, who need to fulfill the goals to feel efficacious in 
understanding brands, and, finally, who develop brand love-dependency. 
We treated the car as our son. And every day we say “Does Mu run well?” 
This happens because we do not have our own son. 
Fred (Male, 33) 
 
A sense of social belonging is an important human value (Kahle, Beatty, and 
Pamela 1986) and it substantially influences one’s success and mental health (Adler and 
Brett 1998). Prior research has shown that individuals  satisfy their need for social 
connections, for example, by establishing close connections with religious objects or pets 
(Nicholas  Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo 2007). We argue that individuals may satisfy 
their need for social connections by forming affective bonds with ABs.  Specifically, the 
sociality motivation, a motivation to establish and sustain social connections (Nicholas  
Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo 2007), stimulates individuals to search for social 
connections. Individuals whose need for social connection is not satisfied experience pain 
(MacDonald and Leary 2005). To mitigate this pain, individuals may continue to search 
for social connection through humanized cues in brands, and they are more likely to 
perceive stable, long-lasting AB.  
When individuals’ need for social connection are not met, then a social 
monitoring system assists them by adjusting social information and stimulating  behavior 
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which  may lead to social connections (Pickett, Gardner, and Megan 2004). As a result, 
individuals become very attentive to and accurate in detecting social cues in the 
environment. More specifically, Gardner, Pickett, and Brewer (2000) find that when 
individuals’ needs to belong, a strong individual concern with social connectedness, are 
not satisfied, they exhibit increased attention toward social vs. nonsocial information. 
This interpersonal sensitivity is manifested itself in “the ability to sense, perceive 
accurately, and respond appropriately to one’s personal, interpersonal, and social 
environment” (Bernieri 2001, 3).  
One of the variations in sociality motivation stems from dispositional influences 
such as chronic loneliness. Prior research regarding loneliness provides evidence that 
when individuals are chronically lonely, they prefer social information within their 
immediate environment as opposed to nonsocial information (Gardner et al. 2005). 
Chronically lonely individuals exhibit a tendency to be very creative in instilling 
humanlike agents to nonhuman objects (Epley et al. 2008). Hollywood provides a 
particularly poignant scenario of the impact that chronic loneliness can have on the 
likelihood of the occurrence of AB.  In the popular movie, Castaway, the character 
played by Tom Hanks finds himself completely alone on a deserted tropical island 
following a plane crash.  Completely devoid of any human contact for weeks, he 
befriends a Wilson brand volleyball, which he names “Wilson”. Throughout his extended 
solitude and increasing level of chronic loneliness, the character, increasingly, views this 
inanimate object as clearly, evolved into a human being.  
Overall, we argue that for socially motivated consumers, anthropomorphic cues 
are more readily accessible, more easily activated, and used as a path to recover from the 
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social pain caused by social disconnection. That is, socially motivated consumers are 
more prone to fill the social connection gap with a brand possessing humanlike features 
are more likely to proceed to a refinement of their initial afferent AB representations. In 
turn, socially motivated consumers are less likely to overcome or correct their 
anthropomorphic representations because such correction of initial anthropomorphic 
inferences will result in the severance of the social connection and cause the recurrence 
of social pain.  
I don’t like how they (Apple) view the PC.  But uh, it makes me 
understand.  I think like you can visualize it better.  And visualize what the 
brand is all about. Especially for PC because like I have you know, 
Windows and it’s always crashing or freezing or you know getting a virus 
of some sort and that’s exactly what they show in the commercials and 
like he’s coughing and like sneezing like that’s exactly how I feel ‘cause 
my computer is always doing something wrong with it.  So it pretty much 
describes, I think, Windows pretty well.  And I like Windows.  I’ve 
always had Windows.   
Georgia (female, 21) 
 
I think iPhone is like a little friend and maybe it like, if it’s not working 
right, you’re like, “Come on what are you doing to me?”  You take it 
personally, I’m, like, why? 
Ashley (female, 21) 
 
The perception of afferent AB by consumers is influenced by effectance 
motivation—the motivation of individuals to act and cooperate effectively in the 
surrounding environment (Nicholas  Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo 2007). Effectance 
motivation emerges from the desire of consumers to comprehend and predict their 
environment, along with an inherent need to reduce uncertainty. Anthropomorphism 
satisfies consumers’ desire to effectively understand the symbolic meanings of brands. 
Individuals motivated by effectance motivation, will tend to seek meaning through the 
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anthropomorphization process. More specifically, Dawes and Mulford (1996) argue that 
individuals are inclined to anthropomorphize to increase both the comprehensibility and 
the predictability of nonhuman objects’ behaviors in the same way as self knowledge 
serves as a reference point when making judgments regarding the behavior of another 
individual. Therefore, the extent to which consumers demonstrate their desire to master 
their environment (Harter 1978) will influence the tendency of consumers to engage in 
the refinement process and seek the confirmation of their perceptions of afferent AB.  
Individuals who are high in effectance motivation tend to instantaneously acquire 
primarily available cues from their environment and make judgments based on these cues 
without engaging in an effortful search for additional and more meaningful information 
(Kruglanski and Webster 1996). These people are highly motivated to comprehend 
existing situations and stimuli, abandoning further cognitive incentives. Consequently, in 
the formation of judgments regarding brands, consumers high in effectance motivation 
will be not willing to deviate from their initial afferent AB and will be highly motivated 
to seek additional humanlike information. Individuals experience negative affect if their 
motivation to efficaciously comprehend the environment is undermined and, therefore, 
are likely to exhibit higher sensitivity to anthropomorphic representations of brands. 
Overall, consumers with high effectance motivation tend to engage in the refinement of 
their first anthropomorphic inferences regarding the humanness of brands, because they 
would be motivated to seek a quick, available resolution and, consequently, preserve this 
resolution from extant interferences (Kruglanski and Webster 1996). 
Previous research has shown that the assimilation of initially activated knowledge 
into subsequent judgment of a target is more likely to occur if the individuals experience 
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positive affect for the construct activating specific knowledge (Cesario, Plaks, and Higgins 
2006). Research in social psychology has examined the role that a perceiver’s affection to 
a nonhuman target plays in the process of anthropomorphization. Specifically, Gardner 
and Knowles (2008) establish that liking of a parasocial character induces social 
facilitation and leads to the attribution of human features to these characters (e.g., 
‘character realness’). The effect of perceiving the ‘realness’ of the character holds beyond 
the effects of depth of knowledge and similarity. The humanlike perception of favorable 
parasocial characters led the scholars to conclude that the affection of the perceiver to a 
nonhuman target makes it more real and, thus, facilitates anthropomorphism. Along the 
same lines, Gray et al. (2007) demonstrate that individuals are more likely to perceive 
mind, which is one of the dimensions of a human being, when they like the human or 
nonhuman object. In addition, Gallup et al. (1997) suggest that anthropomorphization of 
objects that are more liked is highly likely to take place.  
Similar to the findings from social psychology, we observed that consumers are 
prone to anthropomorphize brands to a greater extent when they experience love-
dependency. A stream of research in the consumer behavior literature has shown that 
consumers have passion-like connections to brands that are  quite similar to the feelings 
of love in the interpersonal domain (Shimp and Madden 1988). That is, consumers feel 
strong desire, yearning, or craving for favorite brands that in turn may create emotional 
dependency on the object of passionate love (Buss 2000). However, we found that 
informants developed dependent type of love feelings to their brands that is more intense 
than brand love examined in the consumer-brand relationship literature (Albert, Merunka, 
and Valette-Florence 2007).  In research on different types of dependency, Pincus and 
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Gurtman (1995) find that love-dependents are vulnerable to the disruption of a  
relationship with an attachment figure. The idea of losing a friend, or even being 
separated for a while from the person they love, seems terrifying. These individuals are 
also found to frequently think obsessively about their love objects. Congruent arguments 
are found in a theoretical framework by Birtchnell (Birtchnell 1984; 1988) suggesting 
that love-dependency evolves from the need to stay close to others and deprivation from 
this connection leads to depressive reactions.  
We found that brand love-dependency develops for years.  Most consumers who 
exhibited love-dependency to brands have been using a brand from eight to ten years, 
often longer. The features of love-dependency delineated by Pincus and Gurtman (1995) 
resonate with the interview results which show that respondents were frequently thinking 
about specific brands, realizing that they need to stay connected to their brands, and 
feeling unhappy and uncomfortable when devoid of the brands. For example, one of our 
informants, Samantha, shared that when she had a car accident, and the car had to be 
towed, the only thing she was worried about was  having her Jones New York umbrella 
with her, “They could tow the car, could do whatever they needed to do with the car but I 
needed my umbrella.” The two of our informants, Christopher and James, had similar 
experiences which are represented in the passages below:  
When I don’t know what’s going on, I feel weird or lost. When I don’t 
read a certain thing about Disney in a while, I feel like something’s 
strange. It’s kind of, ‘Oh well. I’m missing out on something.’ When I 
don’t hear about the new, when I don’t know what’s going on, it feels 
really strange. Similar to … if I haven’t talked to a friend in a while; it’s 
kind of like then if I – if somebody learned something about Disney, it’s 
like it happened a while ago; it’s like, well, why didn’t I know about this? 
It’s like when you haven’t seen a friend in a long time; when you hear 
something about them, it’s kind of weird. It’s strange.  
Christopher (male, 21) 
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Before I moved here, I knew the best way for me is to sell Toyota in 
Canada and buy a new car here, it’s cheaper. But I just don’t, I just can’t 
imagine that I don’t have it with me anymore. I can’t imagine that 
somebody else drives it. Because every day I had to drive for very long 
distance, I felt so sorry for my car. Just tell it to that – “When we arrive in 
Philadelphia, I will take you to a good garage, to have you maintained 
because we drove for such a long distance”. So, I drove it here from 
Vancouver, which took me 7 days. I don’t want to lose it. The Corolla.  
James (male, 42) 
 
In the preceding quotations, Christopher acknowledges that he feels ‘strange’ when he 
does not stay in touch with the Disney brand. These feelings resemble those of loss and 
estrangement when separated from the object of love, developed by love-dependents 
(Birtchnell 1988). In a similar vein, James could not imagine his life without the Toyota 
brand. For both of our respondents, being isolated from a brand would lead to 
unhappiness. 
 
Stage 3: Refinement Stage via AB Correction Agents. Motivation to exert extra 
cognitive effort to process information and to consider a variety of aspects of a 
phenomenon should decrease the tendency to rely on intuitive initial thoughts. As the 
formation of afferent AB is a starting point of the judgment of a brand, consumers 
motivated to expend cognitive resources do not regard their automatic perception of a 
brand as appropriate. Along these lines of reasoning, the literature on knowledge 
activation, as well as the theory of anthropomorphism, postulates that the 
anthropomorphic inference is likely to be corrected by giving further thought to the 
object of induction. Thus, when nonhuman information about brands is present, 
consumers may exhibit the tendency to cognitively process that information and 
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overcome the anthropomorphic representations of brands in their minds. Here, we found 
that consumers’ motivational states  (i.e., need for cognition, need for precision), will 
increase the likelihood of correction of consumers’ perceptions of afferent AB to non-
AB. In this way, the correction of the current AB representations will contrast 
anthropomorphic judgments. As a result, consumers are likely to perceive a brand as a 
commercial entity, not a human entity. 
Previous research on the correction of initial inference has shown that individuals 
are highly likely to correct their primary judgment if they have a cognitive motivation to 
do so (Petty et al. 2007). Furthermore, prior theoretical work on need for cognition 
(NFC), intrinsic motivation of a person to effortfully and analytically process the 
information, provides evidence of change in the attitude-toward-object due to attending to 
multiple elements of the communicated message (Cacioppo, Petty, and Kao 1984). 
Highly cognitively motivated consumers are more engaged in effortful thinking and may 
easily overcome initial inference defaults. We found evidence of this pattern in our data. 
That is, one of our respondents, John, explicated that he approaches interactions with 
brands over analytically and restrains his perceptions of a brand as a “relationship partner 
or a human.” 
Maybe I over think it in my normal relations with brands and I don’t allow 
myself or I don’t admit that I have a relationship with a brand. I am overly 
analytical. I would say that it’s possible that I suppress any 
anthropomorphic thoughts. I would say that I almost consciously do that. I 
think if I didn’t think about it, I would do it more. But I consciously don’t 
like to do it, because it’s wrong to do it. 
John (male, 37) 
Another stable individual difference which affects the extent to which consumers 
resist initial anthropomorphic judgment, is a chronic tendency to process objects at a high 
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degree of specificity. Such a preference for precise, fine-grained processing (i.e., need for 
precision) leads to assessing information and receiving messages more accurately 
(Viswanathan 1997). Consumers’ high in motivation to engage in fine-grained processing 
rely on the initial anthropomorphic brand representations to a much lesser extent than 
their counterparts and, instead, make a final decision based on the alternate nonhuman 
knowledge representations. That is, consumers’ need for precision will substantially 
enhance consumers’ tendency to correct afferent AB perceptions, and, by overcoming 
this initial judgment default, subsequently adjust their inference to non-AB 
representation. Individuals with high need for precision are thought to be less tolerant to 
abstract information, they are apt to differentiate and meticulously categorize objects. 
They tend to be strictly objective and consciously reject any ambiguous and inaccurate 
object representations. Thus, consumers high in need for precision make more precise 
judgments regarding brands than those with low ability to differentiate. The following 
quotation illustrates consumers’ tendency to object the very possibility of seeing a 
nonhuman entity in human terms: 
I used to have a dog. I didn’t anthropomorphize dogs. Whatever this 
psychological characteristic is, I just don’t anthropomorphize and I am 
very sensitive about it. For example, even with my dogs, I would get really 
irritated. Because I would be walking with my dog and people would 
come to me and would be like: ‘Is your dog happy to be walking?’ I say: 
‘My dog doesn’t speak English.’ I know people do it. But I am way on one 
side – I don’t do it. And it’s not a gender thing. My wife does it. She 
resists it.  
Ben (male, 57) 
 
Stage 3: Refinement Stage Outcomes. Higgins (1989) proposes that when the 
initial perception is formed, features missing in the target of perception will tend to be 
filled in. That is, in the consumer anthropomorphization context, the target brand will be 
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attributed more human features as the initial AB perception is formed. In this section, we 
present our findings regarding the human capabilities consumers attribute to ABs. 
First, the informants were found to project mind to ABs. Research has provided 
instances when people attribute mindful behavior to animals, however scarce scientific 
evidence exists that animals really possess a mental experience (Mitchell, Thompson, and 
Miles 1997). Those mental experience attributions are grounded upon the perceived 
similarity of the animal actions to human behavior. As research in social cognition has 
revealed, individuals do not experience difficulty in attributing mind to nonhuman 
entities (intent, cognition, ability to talk, etc.). Gray et al. (2007) demonstrate that 
individuals’ projections of mind to nonhuman entities are highly associated with the 
attribution of soul to those entities.  
Along the same lines, research on  technology-human interactions documents that 
individuals’ anthropomorphization of their home appliances manifests itself in attributing 
intentions and cognitive processes (Sung et al. 2007). According to many behavioral 
studies, superior temporal sulcus (STS) as neural structures of human brain is involved in 
intent attribution to nonhuman objects (Harris and Fiske 2008). For example, STS has 
been found to be activated in response to the description of objects performing actions 
described in human terms. Scholars explain the STS activation by the fact that intent 
attribution is a manifestation of anthropomorphism which, in turn, suspends the belief 
that the nonhuman object lacks intent to guide its actions (Harris and Fiske 2008). For 
example, respondents have treated their robots as alive, greeted them, and reacted to the 
robot’s behavior in a way that they expected them to be able to respond. Below, we 
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provide some evidence of how the idea of projecting mind to brands emerged during the 
course of interviews: 
Honestly, when I go – like let’s say – if I go spin at a club somewhere or 
another bar and I’m using somebody else’s setup or it’s like a setup that’s 
already installed in the bar, or the club; if it’s anything else, I’m not 
feeling at least, even half as comfortable because, I’m just used to the 
mechanics of my Pioneers and the way they respond to me. 
Arthur (male, 25) 
 
I use Google’s Scholar a lot. I like that and I searched some articles, and I 
sometimes find myself talking to Google, like, ‘You got to get me this 
article.’ I think that I always feel like the company is literally trying to 
solve my problem. And is just saying, “We know that you want to be able 
to sync your documents – here’s your solution”. Whatever the different 
feature may be, and it does make me feel kind of like they’re doing it 
personally for you, looking at you and saying, “I know you have this 
problem, we fixed it. Here’s what you do.” So, it does make you feel like a 
friend in that sense, though, like they are really personally helping you. 
Eric (male, 20) 
 
Second, consumers who perceive ABs attribute emotional capability to their 
brands. Theoretical work on dehumanization theory has established that people tend to 
conceptualize humanness in terms of higher emotional responsiveness. On the other 
hand, if another human is deprived of humanness, s/he is usually represented as lacking 
emotionality and perceived as indifferent, passive, and lacking in depth (Halsam 2006). 
Notably, academic research on the attributions of human nature has shown that 
individuals typically rate themselves higher in openness, attribute greater depth in the 
understanding of others, and, conversely, attribute less emotional responsiveness to 
others (Haslam et al. 2005). Our data showed that consumers who are motivated to 
proceed to the refinement stage exhibit a stronger proclivity to refine their initial 
anthropomorphic brand judgments (i.e., afferent AB) through the attribution of emotions 
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to brands. For example, one of our informants, Ashley, felt that if someone speaks 
negatively about the brand Target, “the brand is offended”. In the following excerpt, we 
describe how, James, a Ph.D. student, ascribed emotional capability to the brand Toyota: 
In Vancouver, my car was always clean and neat. But during my way here, 
it was easy to get dirty outside with a lot of dust and bugs. I just felt so 
sorry for him, it’s like a small child, he has never been suffering before, 
and now it was suffering. That’s a reason that I took him to a garage for 
maintenance immediately. 
James (male, 42) 
 
Finally, the majority of informants who perceived ABs evinced desire for caring 
and even parental solicitude for their brands. They referred to the brands as a ‘son’ or a 
‘little brother’ and reported a need to protect, promote to others, defend, and save the 
brand from potential harm. That is, individuals felt the desire to treat a brand with the 
same social conventions that they would give to another human. Several studies in 
research on human-animal interactions have documented that those individuals who 
anthropomorphize their pets do not see themselves as pet owners but rather associate 
themselves with parents (Greenebaum 2004). The evolutionary psychology literature has 
found the adaptive, and reproductive functions of paternal solicitude to be innate to 
human nature (Daly and Wilson 1999). Our data show the paternal and solicitous feelings 
are also relevant to consumers’ feelings toward their brands. The following quotation is 
illuminating in this regard:  
I personally cannot – I will not, and I have not bought anything but 
Pioneer CD players since I started DJ'ing years ago. I’ve tried New Marks, 
I’ve tried everything else, and I am completely loyal product for the rest of 
my life to Pioneer. They are always coming out with innovative – I was 
just at a DJ convention last week, they just unveiled the new digital 
mixer… And for me… I take good care of them and like – I treat it like a 
little brother almost, you know. I never – I’m always cleaning my stuff, 
always making sure everything’s running correctly.  
Arthur (male, 25) 
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Similar examples of caring and protective behavior have been described by our 
informants, Stephanie and Amanda. However, while they did not report their own 
experiences, the patterns they observed were consistent with the one conveyed by Arthur. 
She treats her Coach handbag like it was her own child, you know, take 
care of it, didn’t want it dirty, loved it, took it everywhere all the time, you 
know… 
Stephanie (female, 22) 
 
No one can touch his iPhone. Yeah, he protects his phone a lot. And 
always brags about his phone, how great it is.  Constantly clean the screen. 
Yeah, like, “Don’t move it too fast” like “It might fall out of your hand 
and break.” 
Amanda (female, 22) 
 
According to Watson’s (1979) theory of human caring, the act of caring is meant 
to transcend the status of the caring target as an object and to preserve the inherent spirit. 
From the existential phenomenological perspective, caring presumes a concern about the 
soul of the one being cared for (Watson 1985). That is, individuals surpass the perception 
of brands as objects and project some type of spiritual presence to brands. In this sense, 
Gray et al. (2007) present instantiations of anthropomorphization of nonhuman entities by 
showing that people project the presence of a soul to more humanized objects.  
In addition, we found that people give brands a status within a family, give them 
names, and engage in behaviors that are observed from humans. This echoes research in 
social psychology regarding computer-human interactions which  shows that individuals 
apply social norms to intelligent technology and home appliances (C. Nass and Moon 
49 
 
  
2000; Reeves and Nass 1996). For instance, James delineated his perception of the 
Toyota car as a family member:  
I love my car because it’s a car but I love it more because it’s a Toyota. I 
have written a proverb “My car is just a family member in my family, the 
only exception is that it sleeps in the garage”. 
James (male, 42) 
 
My sister really needs her BMW car. The car is a person for her, she refers 
to it as a person when she says she’s going out with her car… It’s like I’m 
not going for a drive, I’m going out. She calls her car Penny Lane. 
Gabriella (female, 22) 
 
Stage 4: Efferent AB. The refinement process will result in the evolvement of 
efferent AB. Efferent AB is a stable anthropomorphic judgment of a brand validated 
through consumers’ reflexive thinking and attributions of features of humanness to 
brands and that it is not vulnerable to further effortful correction. In contrast to afferent 
AB, efferent AB perceptions will be stable and resistant to further effortful thinking and 
alternate nonhuman representations as long as consumers are motivated to attend to 
human versus alternate nonhuman information about brands. However, it is important to 
note that refinement agents are consumers’ driving force for anthropomorphic inference. 
This premise suggests that as consumers’ motivation decreases, they will discontinue 
think of their brands as humans. Thus, as efferent AB is a consumer’s conscious 
reflection of a brand as human with the projection of a range of human capabilities to 
brands, it may cease to exist if motivation to anthropomorphize fades away. 
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Consequences of AB 
 
Research on product anthropomorphization has demonstrated that consumers who 
tend to see humanlike features in products have positive product attitudes and evaluate 
products in a more favorable light (Aggarwal and McGill 2007). Voluminous research on 
weaker forms of anthropomorphism has established that brand personality influences 
consumers’ preferences and usage (Sirgy 1982), evokes positive emotions (Biel 1993), 
and increases brand’s perceived credibility (Keller 2002). In line with this research, we 
found that ABs enhance consumers’ trust in brands. For instance, Christopher, who 
exhibited anthropomorphic perceptions of the Disney brand, reported that the brand is 
given more trust than other brands in his mind. 
Well, I’m definitely more likely buy Disney product just because I think 
of it – you know, I really liked their other products, so I figure, I’ll 
probably like this movie they come out with, I’ll probably like – if they 
come out with new music. I trust the brand more than other brands, 
definitely. 
Christopher (male, 21) 
 
In addition, as evident in one of the quotations presented earlier, James cannot 
imagine his life without his Toyota car. In his view, buying a new car would be 
equivalent to abandoning a ‘family member’, as he calls it, versus just switching to a 
different object. 
Furthermore, the results of the interviews showed that consumers expect greater 
quality from the brands they anthropomorphize. Like several of our informants, 
Christopher establishes higher standards for the performance of the ABs’ products. 
Disappointment is evident in individuals’ responses when the brand does not deliver the 
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quality expected. As an outcome, consumers feel more intense betrayal if the brand 
violates their high expectations. As we showed earlier, consumers tend to attribute mind, 
including intentions and conscious will, to the brands they anthropomorphize. As a result, 
this perception of intent in ABs affects the judgment of the internal, as opposed to 
external, nature of a failure. If a brand is attributed intentions, then the brand should be 
responsible for providing lower quality than expected. For example, Christopher 
associates unsuccessful new Disney products with wrongful intentions and, in turn, 
questions the brand, “Why would you do that?” That is, consumers who perceive AB, 
reduce the attribution of poor performance to external factors and amplify the role of the 
brand itself.   
So, when they come out with something that I find lower quality, I’m 
definitely like, disappointed. You know, I definitely do expect more from 
them. I definitely do feel like sometimes, something new will come out, 
I’ll be like, well; that’s not to the normal standards. Something’s like, 
‘Well, that’s not right. Why would you do that?’ They can definitely do 
better than that. It definitely is kind of like a betrayal; like, they’re kind of 
cheating me by not giving me product that I know they can deliver.  
     Christopher (male, 21)    
 
Despite the fact that consumers require better quality from ABs’ products, they 
tend to be more forgiving. This finding is unexpected in light of the recent research on 
service failure demonstrating that highly-committed customers’ desire for revenge lasts 
longer when they are betrayed by the company (Grégoire, Tripp, and Legoux 2009). 
Contrary to the consumer-brand context, in the person-person context, forgiving a 
relationship failure is more likely for highly committed parties (Santelli, Struthers, and 
Eaton 2009). In this case, forgiveness serves as a relationship facilitator which  restores 
the  harmony interrupted by a transgression (Eaton and Struthers 2006). Thus, as greater 
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forgiveness of a failure is evidenced in the interpersonal domain, as opposed to the 
commercial context, consumers are expected to be more forgiving of brands they 
anthropomorphize versus brands they do not perceive as human. The following quotation 
demonstrates this premise: 
When a brand betrays me, I would still get back pretty quickly because, 
I’m still – I guess, in my mind, I wouldn’t stay angry at that brand for a 
long time. Unless I find a lot of things of low quality, I feel like they’ve 
betrayed me a lot, I’m probably still going to go back to that brand a lot 
more times. More forgiving… I mean, with Disney, I’ve been attached to 
it since I was so young. So, it’s like been with me so much longer, as with 
a friend, it’s easier to forget. It’s easier to just go back to your childhood, 
or go back – think back to your past more – think of better times you have 
– think of the positive you had with that brand, rather than the negative, I 
think.  
Christopher (male, 21) 
 
Previous research in marketing has shown that consumers change their behavior 
when subliminally primed with brands. Specifically, they tend to be more creative after 
being primed with the ‘Apple’ logotype and less creative after being primed with the 
‘IBM’ logotype (Fitzsimons, Chartrand, and Fitzsimons 2008). Researchers argue that 
these behavioral priming effects result from the automatic activation of the motivational 
system. This process is known to be  effortless, unintentional, and requiring no attention 
(Bargh et al. 2001).  
During the course of the interviews, we were presented with evidence that the 
presence of specific brands modifies individual behaviors. Our informants reported that 
they “live up to the expectations of a brand,” similar to how they would act if a human 
were nearby. The effects of brands on behavior were consciously endorsed by our 
respondents, whereas in Fitzsimons et al.’ (2008) study, subjects were subliminally 
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primed with brands’ logotypes. That is, the impact of brands on the transformation of 
one’s behavior occurred within conscious awareness and was an effortful, not automatic, 
process. This fact corresponds to the argument by Epley et al. (2008) which claims that 
individuals tend to behave toward nonhuman object in a way as if the objects are human. 
In this sense, the following two quotations from our informants, Christopher and Eric, are 
representative. 
I know like, Polo Ralph Lauren and Express … I feel kind of have to hold 
myself up to a higher standard… I feel like I have to act more proper… 
Like, if I was wearing a Ralph Lauren shirt compared to just like a regular 
t-shirt, you know, I’d definitely feel different, like I do have to act 
different. I feel like I have to act, you know, like more reserved, more 
controlled, I guess, more formal, actually. I’ll bite my tongue a little more, 
you know, I’ll think maybe a little more before I speak all the time, or just 
blurt out the first thing that comes to my mind. It probably would be a 
very similar feeling, you know… I mean, when you’re with someone 
who’s more high class or important or famous, you don’t want them to 
have like, a bad impression of you. I mean, think it’s almost, and for me, 
personally; I don’t want to let the brand down almost… like live up to the 
expectations of that brand. You want to give off your best, you know, so 
you definitely – I would definitely act more proper, you know, I wouldn’t 
act myself as much as myself to a certain extent. I wouldn’t tell the same 
jokes…you know. 
Christopher (male, 21)    
 
I’ve noticed also when you’re wearing some of the higher class or more 
expensive brands (Ralph Lauren and Express), I noticed myself; I stand up 
straighter [laughter] like more proper, and I actually consciously continue 
to think about it more, like, how do I look. I wouldn’t really care as much 
as if I was wearing just t-shirt and shorts like this. 
Eric (male, 20) 
 
 Finally, consumers’ perception of ABs serves a valuable economic function. A 
key benefit associated with the perceptions of ABs is consumers’ willingness to pay for 
peripheral products of a brand. Specifically, as consumers tend to see ‘family members’ 
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in brands, they tend to put additional effort to acquire accessories, decorations, additional 
products for their ABs going far beyond the brand’s flagship product. This tendency 
directly follows from consumers’ feelings of parental solicitude and the desire to care of 
ABs. The pattern is consistent with  research findings evincing that pet owners exhibiting 
anthropomorphic tendencies, are willing to purchase luxury items for their pets, are loyal 
to branded pet-foods, and extensively visit pet stores, etc. (Dotson and Hyatt 2008). 
In a similar vein, enlivening the residents of online words, avatars, translates into 
economic function as well. That is, billions of dollars spent annually on avatars, cover 
things reserved for human social interactions (e.g., purchasing online homes, clothing, 
personal services, furnishing) (Cerulo 2009).  The desire to spend more on ABs is 
directly facilitated by marketing efforts. For example, one of our informants, Samantha, 
described that the presence of multiple small cases, brushes, and bags in the Mac brand of 
cosmetics heightens the maternal feelings in female consumers. For example:  
The first time I was really exposed to Mac cosmetics, they show you how 
to use the makeup. There are many special cases that you can spend 
hundreds of dollars to keep you little Macs, make sure that you can clean 
the brushes, that they cannot be damaged. I just formed a maternal 
attachment to the makeup products, because I can take care of them so  
well … cases and bags and cleaning brushes and different things that you 
can use to make sure that you can organize them well. 
Samantha (female, 32) 
 
Similar to the Samantha’s response, Arthur says, “I’ll buy the accessories, I’ll buy 
Pioneer headphones, and Pioneer T-shirts.” The other respondent, Fred, who developed 
paternal feelings for the Honda brand of car, mentions that he has to have extra 
accessories he bought in China to decorate the interior of his car. The behaviors brought 
about by perceptions of ABs present additional consumption opportunities in the 
55 
 
  
marketplace. Specifically, marketing experts can build on the concept of AB and develop 
strategies which would appeal to consumers’ feelings and facilitate a promotion of 
peripheral products crafted around the central product of a brand (e.g., Mac’s accessories, 
laptop bags, etc.). Marketers may be well advised to utilize the concept of AB in 
designing promotional campaigns for services surrounding a brand. In this regard, the 
marketing strategy of the car service AAMCO is a remarkable example of an effective 
communication built upon consumers’ paternal attitudes toward their cars (e.g., “I 
wouldn’t trade by baby for the world”). 
 
General Discussion 
The current research contributes to our understanding of strong forms of brand 
anthropomorphization. Given the gap in the marketing literature regarding the process of 
brand anthropomorphization, we provide a four- stage process of consumers’ 
anthropomorphization of brands: 1) activation of specific type of knowledge, 2) 
formation of afferent AB, 3) refinement of the initial perception of the afferent AB, and 
5) formation of efferent AB.  Also, we argue that the inference process of brand 
anthropomorphization begins with the primary cognition stage and proceeds through the 
secondary cognition stage. When dispositional homocentric knowledge is activated 
concurrently with strong positively valenced emotional arousal, consumers begin 
perceiving transient afferent AB. We find that the primary cognition stage ends with the 
formation of more transient, less stable, and insecure afferent AB representing only 
partial aspects of human.  
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Also, we extend the theory of anthropomorphism by introducing the notion of 
negative afferent AB. Specifically, when instrumental homocentric knowledge is 
activated along with strong negative emotional arousal, consumers tend to view brands as 
“bad” humans. The secondary cognition stage, after initial anthropomorphic judgment, 
results in the formation of more stable and long-lasting perception of efferent AB. In the 
secondary cognition stage, we propose that consumers’ drive states (i.e., sociality 
motivation, effectance motivation, brand love-dependency) may lead them to the 
refinement of their primary cognition anthropomorphic judgments.  
We also describe how the refinement of afferent AB proceeds through the 
attributions of human characteristics to a brand (e.g., projection of mind, emotions, 
spirit). In addition, we suggest a correction agent that helps us understand when AB fails 
to form. Specifically, we argue that when consumers’ cognitive motivation (i.e., need for 
cognition, need for precision) is high, consumers may correct their initial perceptions of 
afferent AB and, in turn, perceive brands as nonhumans. Our argument is based on the 
postulate that anthropomorphic inferences are likely to be corrected by giving further 
thought to the object of induction. Thus, contrary to consumers who are motivated to 
validate their initial anthropomorphic judgments, consumers who have the capacity and 
motivation to correct may exhibit the tendency to cognitively process alternative 
nonhuman information about brands and to overcome the anthropomorphic 
representations of brands in their minds.  
This study demonstrates a significant role that ABs may play in consumers’ lives. 
That is, consumers who anthromorphize their brands trust the  brands more, forgive the 
brands’ transgressions as they would forgive a friend, care for them with parental 
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solicitude, and are willing to spend extra for brands’ decorations and accessories. We 
believe that deeper understanding of the nature of anthropomorphic brand judgment 
presents rich material for more effective marketing communications. Advertising and 
marketing practitioners may build on these findings to better connect with consumers and 
induce them to relate more strongly to their brands.   
 
Future Research on AB Theory 
In this paper, we investigated how human knowledge structures may activate 
anthropomorphic judgment about a brand. First, this is an exploratory, qualitative study, 
and future research should further empirically test the process presented across a wider 
variety of respondents, which is discussed further below. Additionally, the theory of 
anthropomorphism may be extended by incorporating the activation of not only human 
knowledge structures but also self-knowledge representations. Research has contended 
that children relate to robots as to their autonomous and alive selves (Turkle et al. 2005). 
In some cases, marketers design communication messages which activate consumers’ 
self-knowledge. For example, a recent television ad for Yahoo appeals to young 
consumers with the slogan, “You want it. It’s You!” An intriguing question is under  
what circumstances self-knowledge is activated and whether it leads to the perception of 
brands as a part of true inner self and, thus, develops into self-oriented afferent AB and, 
correspondingly, in a later stage, self efferent AB. If individuals perceive that a brand 
possesses some aspects of their own unique personality, this specific human personality 
dimension of a brand may elicit the consumers’ self-schema which involves the same 
personality characteristics. That is, dispositional self-knowledge may be made accessible.  
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The self goes beyond one’s perception of one’s inner state, but includes external 
human elements. The self is extremely important and valuable to individuals, and they 
are expected to behave in ways that protect and enhance their self-concept (Kleine, 
Kleine, and Kernan 1993; Underwood 2003; Wallendorf and Arnould 1988). As the 
brand personality dimension may activate consumers’ similar dispositional self 
knowledge, in the activation stage, this psychological process may result in a cognitive 
match between brand personality and consumers’ self concept, that is, self-concept/brand 
image congruity. This positive affective state may “protect” consumers’ perception of 
brands as partially self-like from possible cognitive non-anthropomorphic brand 
information. In the absence of congruity, consumers may observe nonhuman features of 
brands and access alternate nonhuman representations which may counter the 
assimilation of dispositional egocentric knowledge into the judgment regarding a brand.  
Consumers’ assimilation of relevant self-knowledge into the judgment may also 
be dependent upon the salience of self-concept. Researchers should examine whether the 
extent to which self-concept/brand image congruity is salient may determine the 
likelihood of consumers’ perceptions of relevance (i.e., applicability) of their egocentric 
knowledge into further inference regarding a brand. Future research may also gain more 
insight from the literature on transient (partial) dehumanization positing that individuals 
tend to dehumanize partially by projecting the most self-important (i.e., salient) 
unacceptable parts of their personalities onto the objects of dehumanization (Miller and 
Looney 1974). 
Furthermore, consumers may favorably perceive brands as AB, or as a negative, 
evil AB. We discuss this possibility in the light of the concurrent activation of 
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instrumental human knowledge and negative emotions. However, there is also a 
possibility that a consumer will see brand personality that is congruent with his/her 
negative self-concept. An interesting follow up question may be whether a negative 
congruency perception will lead to the formation of negative efferent AB or, fail to 
develop further. 
We also believe that there are additional avenues for future examination regarding 
how specific advertising variables and marketing communication efforts may impact 
consumers’ perceptions of brands as empathic or moral and, subsequently, influence 
further inferences regarding brands in human terms. As research in social psychology 
suggests, individuals attribute to their in-groups human characteristics such as higher 
morality, politeness, and higher respectfulness to others (Nicholas Epley, Waytz et al. 
2008). In this regard, the human-like attributions to brands are converse to the notion of 
individuals’ misperceptions of out-groups as sub-humans, without full human status 
achieved. For instance, following the terror attack in November 2008 in Mumbai, 
Gayatri, a fashion brand in south Mumbai, displayed images of the peace rally in its 
store’s windows to express solidarity with the citizens of Mumbai. This example 
illustrates how “brands have increasingly become a part of society and just as human 
beings feel the need to express themselves at this time” and choose to stay in ‘cultural 
conversation’ (Shah 2008). Researchers should explore whether the distance between 
activated homocentric knowledge and brands may fade away and if the assimilation 
process is more likely to occur as consumers perceive the brands as more respectful and 
moral. 
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In light of the current study’s findings, future research should consider additional 
factors that may facilitate or inhibit brand anthropomorphization. For example, global 
versus local processing may moderate the procession of AB from the activation to the 
refinement stages. In the local processing style, individuals accentuate attention to every 
elementary sensation of an entity, while in the global processing style, they go beyond 
concrete construals and perceive a given entity as a whole (Förster and Higgins 2005). It 
may be possible that consumers’ assimilation of homocentric knowledge into a judgment 
regarding a brand is dependent upon the type of processing. When consumers’ style of 
processing is global, they may direct their attention to the whole, abstract perception of a 
brand. In this situation, the assimilation of activated homocentric knowledge into the 
anthropomorphic inference regarding a brand is more likely to occur. Otherwise, when 
consumers’ style of processing is local, they may attend to the detailed brand information 
(e.g., brand exemplars) with alternate nonhuman brand cues such as physical features and 
attributes, and disregard the initially accessible homocentric knowledge considering it 
non-relevant to a brand. This is a fruitful area of future research inquiry. 
 
Future Research on Measuring AB 
While this research was qualitative in nature, we offer several broad guidelines 
for developing empirical measures of AB. First, it was easier to identify consumers’ 
secondary cognitions (e.g., conscious endorsement of brands as humans) compared to 
consumers’ primary cognitions. Due to the fact that the primary cognition stage of the 
formation of AB is transient and unstable, consumers may experience difficulty 
recollecting the afferent AB’s perceptions. In this case, implicit measures of AB should 
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be utilized to measure afferent AB. Neural correlates of AB should be examined in 
greater detail. For example,  one study using functional magnetic resonance imaging 
(fMRI) to investigate the neural correlates of judgments about products versus persons 
has established that neural activity for products and person is detected in different areas 
of brain (Yoon et al. 2006). However, this pattern has been ascertained for products and 
not for brands. Also, as social psychology studies have demonstrated that the activation 
of STS and amygdala are responsible for anthropomorphism, future research should 
examine whether this neural activity is detected in response to brands.  
In addition to neuropsychological studies of AB, researchers may utilize 
sequential priming procedures to identify the extent to which brands are perceived as 
humans. Several studies utilizing this procedure can be useful as a starting point in 
devising the appropriate instrument to measure the extent of AB perception. For example, 
Boccato et al. (2008) primed participants from Northern Italy with Northern or Southern 
Italian names. After this prime, subjects had to classify a set of faces as human or animal. 
Participants associated human faces as such more rapidly presented with Northern Italian 
prime. In that way, consumers may be primed with specific brands and then asked to 
classify humans vs. objects into categories. The faster the consumer’s response, the 
greater should be the extent of brand anthropomorphization. Another procedure called the 
Name Decision Task (NDT) can be constructive in guiding future measurement of AB. 
Following Wittenbrink et al.’s (2001) NDT, participants evaluate string of letters as a 
name vs. as not, primed by a human vs. animal face. Similar to the sequential priming 
procedure, NDT measures the speed of subjects’ response.  
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Furthermore, as marketing scholars have directly measured consumers’ 
perceptions of products as if they are humans (Aggarwal and McGill 2007), we believe 
that direct measures may not capture the nature of AB perception. As consumers are able 
to consciously reflect on their perceptions of efferent AB, they may not be able to 
reminisce about their initial transient perception of brands as humans. Other potential 
measures could include an implicit association test (Chartrand, Fitzsimons, and 
Fitzsimons 2008; Gibson 2008) and an emotional Stroop task (Williams, Mathews, and 
MacLeod 1996). These implicit measures may be more effective in assessing the 
transient nature of afferent AB. 
 
Conclusion 
The concept of anthropomorphization has been widely studied in disciplines such 
as social psychology, yet it has been relatively ignored in the marketing literature.  This 
study goes beyond the current marketing literature regarding brand personality to focus 
on the stronger forms of anthropomorphization of brands as fully human.  In doing so, to 
aid the understanding of brand anthropomorphization we introduce a process of AB, 
which consists of two phases:  a) primary cognition and b) second-order cognition.  
Within these two phases, we specify four discernible stages and we also provide a 
theoretical basis of how AB my fail to form.  We then discuss implications of this AB 
process and directions for future research. 
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CHAPTER III: STUDY 2—NEGATIVES OF BRANDS AS HUMANS: THE 
DETRIMENTAL ROLE OF BRAND ANTHROPOMORPHIZATION AMIDST 
PRODUCT WRONGDOINGS 
 
Introduction 
Marketing practitioners frequently use anthropomorphism as a positioning strategy for 
their brands. This marketing communication technique which imbues brands with humanlike 
features and capabilities, in general, has been shown to create favorable consumer reactions, such 
as increased product likability (Aggarwal and McGill 2007) and positive emotional responses 
towards branded products (Welsh 2006).  For instance, the M&M brand attributes human 
qualities into its product, M&M candies. Prolonged exposure to such humanized representations 
of a product consistently activates human schemas and, as such, leads to an anthropomorphic 
representation of a brand through the network of human-brand association. That is, human 
characteristics of emotionality and thought regarding the M&M brand’s characters transfer to the 
M&M brand that, in turn, differentiate the brand from its competitors and creates a point of 
connection with consumers. These anthropomorphic representations trigger consumers’ 
perceptions of brands as living entities with their own humanlike motivations, characteristics, 
conscious will, emotions, and intentions (Nicholas Epley and Waytz 2009; S. Kim and McGill 
2010). Overall, the current anthropomorphism research has largely focused on positive impacts 
of brand anthropomorphization (Aggarwal and McGill 2007; Delbaere, McQuarrie, and Phillips 
2011). However, awareness of intentions within a human entity triggers a perception of 
intentional action that, in turn, is related to perceived responsibility for performing the action 
(Waytz, Gray et al. 2010). If so, can an anthropomorphic positioning of a brand have negative 
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repercussions when the brand is viewed as being responsible for its wrongdoing? In fact, it 
frequently occurs that brands which are positioned with anthropomorphic features are subject to 
negative news arising from its product wrongdoings. For example, in 2006, M&M branded 
menorahs, designed to resemble M&M’s candies, were recalled due to a potential fire hazard. 
Later, in 2008, M&M received additional negative publicity when traces of melamine, a 
poisonous substance, were found in M&M candies. Are these product wrongdoings more 
detrimental to the image of the M&M brand due to M&M’s anthropomorphization? This is the 
question that this article explores. That is, our first inquiry relates to whether consumers’ 
reactions to incidents of negative brand information differ if a brand is anthropomorphized 
versus non-anthropomorphized. Our second question is if consumer evaluations of a brand facing 
negative publicity vary dependent upon anthropomorphism, then what are factors that might 
facilitate or inhibit these brand impressions?  
Focusing on the first question, we demonstrate the negative impact of anthropomorphism 
on consumers’ evaluations of brands that undergo public backlash. The theoretical premise on 
which the present research proceeds is that brands endowed with human features are perceived as 
possessing mind and intentions and, thus, are considered as being responsible for the brand’s 
actions. The extent to which people perceive an entity as being responsible for an action directly 
enforces a willingness to punish this agent for his negative behavior (Nicholas Epley and Waytz 
2009). In times and cultures when not only people, but also animals (e.g., rats) and objects (e.g., 
statues), were perceived as capable of intentional actions (e.g., an animal killing a human; 
Berman 1994), humans and nonhumans, alike, were targets for criminal prosecution (Berman 
1994; Nicholas Epley and Waytz 2009). Hence, if anthropomorphized brands are viewed as 
performing actions intentionally, then consumer evaluations of the brands facing the spate of 
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negative publicity regarding product wrongdoings should be more negative than of those brands 
that are positioned without anthropomorphic features. 
In addressing the second question, we not only provide new insights for the negative 
downstream effects of brand anthropomorphization on consumers’ processing of negative 
information, but we also theorize and find support for the interactive effect between brand 
anthropomorphization and consumers’ implicit theories of personality. We demonstrate that 
consumers who believe in the stability of personality traits (i.e., entity theorists) are more likely 
to devalue a brand that performs negatively when the brand is anthropomorphized. This is 
because consumers with an entity perspective consider a single wrongdoing as a manifestation of 
an underlying negative personality trait and a reliable indicator of a future transgression. 
Consumers who view personality traits as more malleable, on the other hand, do not form an 
impression based upon a single transgression and do not deem a single misbehavior as a 
predictor of a future pattern of action. Thus, they are less likely to modify their evaluations of an 
anthropomorphized brand that undergoes negative publicity.  
Overall, this research offers several theoretical contributions. First, we contribute to an 
emerging body of work that sheds light on the negative consequences of anthropomorphism 
(e.g., risk perception; S. Kim and McGill 2010). Second, our research enriches the theoretical 
understanding  of anthropomorphism by providing insights regarding the consequences of 
consumers’ application of different social interactions schemas to anthropomorphized entities 
(Nicholas  Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo 2007; S. Kim and McGill 2010).  
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Anthropomorphism and Anthropomorphized Brands 
Anthropomorphism involves attributing mind, intentions, effortful thinking, 
consciousness, soul, emotional states, and behavioral features to nonhuman objects (Aggarwal 
and McGill 2007; Nicholas  Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo 2007). In the current research, we 
apply the notion of anthropomorphization to brands. Specifically, we employ the humanization 
of a branded product as the means through which consumers transfer human knowledge to a 
brand. We propose that anthropomorphization of a branded product activates human schemas. 
This process occurs spontaneously because even subtle anthropomorphic representations involve 
the activation and projection of readily accessible human schemas to an entity being 
anthropomorphized. We believe that the activated knowledge of humans is being linked to a 
brand’s representations via associative networks and affects what people think of a brand. For 
instance, repetitive exposure to a branded product infused with features morphologically similar 
to a human (e.g., the humanlike shape of the Mrs. Butterworth’s bottle of syrup) consistently 
activates human schemas and, through the network of human-brand associations, transfers to an 
anthropomorphic impression of a brand. To illustrate, strong associations between humanized 
M&M’s candies and the M&M brand bring to mind human representations when consumers 
think of the M&M brand of chocolate. In contrast, consumers do not have readily accessible 
human schemas when they think of the Snickers brand of chocolate.  
To date, the phenomenon of anthropomorphism has been explored from various 
perspectives. Initial work in social psychology has provided conceptual developments of the 
factors affecting individuals’ tendency to anthropomorphize nonhuman entities (Nicholas  Epley, 
Waytz, and Cacioppo 2007; Waytz, Morewedge et al. 2010). These factors include cognitive 
aspects, such as the accessibility of human knowledge at the moment of judgment (Nicholas 
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Epley, Waytz et al. 2008), and motivations, such as the need to master one’s environment and 
satisfy belongingness goals (Waytz, Morewedge et al. 2010).  
Most recent research efforts have shifted to the understanding of judgmental and 
behavioral consequences of anthropomorphism as it relates to biological, technological, and 
supernatural entities. For instance, the resemblance of a computer-generated agent evokes 
perceptions of intelligence, trustworthiness, understanding, and persuasiveness of this agent 
(Clifford Nass, Isbister, and Lee 2000). Gray et al. (2007) showed that greater attributions of 
mind to different nonhuman entities (e.g., animals, God, robots) correlated with a liking for the 
entity, a desire to protect it and to make it happy.  
Consumer behavior researchers are also striving to develop a better understanding of how 
anthropomorphism affects consumers’ judgments and behaviors. Scholars have gleaned multiple 
insights on the effects of anthropomorphized brands by investigating different aspects of brand 
humanization such as attributing personality (Fitzsimons, Chartrand, and Fitzsimons 2008; Johar, 
Sengupta, and Aaker 2005) and gender to brands (Grohmann 2009), as well as consumer-brand 
relationships (Fournier 1998). In addition, relying on the fact that people easily detect the 
presence of human faces in their immediate environments, the use of anthropomorphized 
features in product design has been appealing to marketing practitioners. The human-like 
features of a product (e.g., the shape of a bottle, upper buttons in a configuration of cellular 
phones) might also be used in endowing a brand with humanlike features and, thus, strongly 
affect brand perceptions and liking (Aggarwal and McGill 2007). In combination, these studies 
have underscored positive effects of brand anthropomorphization on consumers’ brand 
evaluations.  
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Recently, however, emerging work has begun to document adverse downstream effects 
of anthropomorphism. For example, Chandler and Schwarz (2010) have demonstrated that 
consumers reported lower replacement intentions when induced to think of their cars in 
anthropomorphic terms. In addition, the anthropomorphic representation of a disease created 
lower perceptions of seriousness, threat, and risk associated with contracting the disease for high 
power consumers (S. Kim and McGill 2010). Our research explores the instance when a brand 
that is presented with anthropomorphic features undergoes negative public coverage following 
its product wrongdoings. In the next sections, we theoretically conceptualize that attribution of 
human capabilities to nonhuman entities leads to the perceptions of these objects as being 
responsible for their negative actions. Furthermore, prior research has shown that consumers 
apply their beliefs about the social world to the objects that they consider to be human-like 
(Waytz, Cacioppo, and Epley 2010). Specifically, results from work by Kim and McGill (2010) 
reveal that consumers with high power perceived less risk from interacting with an 
anthropomorphized slot machine than consumers with low power. In our research, we argue that 
when consumers are prompted to adopt a specific theory of personality view (i.e., entity versus 
incremental), they may apply this view to interpret subsequent negative information of an 
anthropomorphized brand. Thus, our research provides an important moderator that qualifies the 
negative effect of brand anthropomorphization on the processing of negative brand publicity. 
The following sections investigate the effects of brand anthropomorphization on 
consumers’ interpretation of negative brand performance. Experiment 1 examines whether 
anthropomorphizing a brand creates less favorable perceptions of a brand when consumers learn 
negative brand information. Experiment 2 explores the moderating role of implicit theory of 
personality. Finally, Experiment 3 examines qualifying conditions that the context type places on 
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the interactive effect between brand anthropomorphization and implicit theory. Each of the 
following sections begins with a theoretical argument in support of our hypothesized effects, 
followed by a discussion of the experimental design and the tests of hypothesized effects. 
 
The Impact of Anthropomorphism on Negative Brand Performance 
Anthropomorphism goes beyond recognizing humanness in observable features of an 
object (e.g., perceived morphological resemblance, similarity in motion, personality traits) and 
includes attributing mental capacities that are uniquely human, such as the capacity to have 
explicit intentions, will, and conscious awareness (Nicholas  Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo 2007; 
Waytz, Epley, and Cacioppo 2010). Perceiving mental states in entities entails important 
implications for processing information about them. Anthropomorphized agents are deemed to 
be capable of having reasoned thoughts and intentional actions. The intentional nature of an 
action leads to the perception of an entity to be more responsible for its actions and, thus, is more 
likely to be blamed for its actions and to deserve punishment (H. M. Gray, Gray, and Wegner 
2007). Voluminous research attests to the fact that intentional actions are judged as far more 
immoral and unethical than unintentional actions (Reeder and Coovert 1986; Reeder et al. 2002). 
This tendency is explained by the fact that intentional agents behave according to some 
thoughtful underlying reasons that are under, at least partial, control of an actor (Caruso, Waytz, 
and Epley 2010). Therefore, our experience of pain is intensified when someone caused the pain 
(e.g., electric shock) intentionally (K. Gray and Wegner 2008). Such sensitivity to intentional 
versus unintentional actions also explains why individuals curse and get angry with mindless 
technological devices when they perceive them as “intentionally performing” such behaviors 
(Waytz, Morewedge et al. 2010).  
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 Prior research in marketing has also established that a brand’s wrongdoings, determined 
to be intentional, are perceived more negatively than actions categorized as accidental (Folkes 
1984; Klein and Dawar 2004). Evidence from previous research indicates that consumers may 
perceive the locus of responsibility for a failure as internal, that is, brand-related, or external, that 
is, context-related (e.g., the consumer, external suppliers, retailers; Laufer and Gillespie 2004). 
For example, Klein and Dawar (2004) demonstrate that consumers lowered their brand 
evaluations when they blamed the firm for a product failure. In a similar vein, Monga and John 
(2008) show that when consumers attributed Mercedes-Benz’s manufacturing problems to 
contextual, as opposed to brand related, factors, their attitudes toward the brand were less 
affected by the quality issues. In essence, attributions of responsibility negatively affect 
consumers’ evaluations of a brand which is consistent with research in social psychology in that 
intentional actions are judged more harshly than accidental ones.  
In line with these findings, factors that augment perceptions of a brand’s intentionality 
should affect individuals’ evaluations of this brand’s performances. In this regard, 
anthropomorphizing an inanimate object, such as a brand, is likely to lead to attributions of 
humanlike mental states, including intentionality and deliberate thought. Thus, if imbuing a 
brand with human-like features leads to its perceptions as a mindful agent considered to be more 
responsible for its actions, then the anthropomorphization of the brand that faces a spate of 
negative media coverage is likely to lead to less positive consumer evaluations than in the case of 
non-anthropomorphization. 
H1: Anthropomorphization of a brand is likely to lead to less favorable attitude toward 
the brand when consumers encounter negative brand information regarding its 
product wrongdoing than non-anthropomorphization of a brand.   
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Experiment 1A 
Research Design 
 
Subjects, design, and procedure. Thirty-nine undergraduate students enrolled in 
marketing courses at a private East Coast university participated in the study in exchange for 
extra credit. Our method involved using a real brand of immune support supplement, Airborne. 
This brand recently experienced a backlash of negative publicity regarding the validity of its 
health benefit claims.  
At the beginning of the study, participants received a questionnaire and were asked to 
indicate their level of familiarity with the brand, as well as their prior attitude toward the brand. 
Next, they were exposed to an Airborne ad followed by negative information about the brand 
that was presented in the form of a report from the consumerist.com’s website. The negative 
information delineated that the company had settled a lawsuit with the Center for Science in the 
Public Interest for its false advertising. Specifically, the double-blind tests which the company 
had used in its marketing claims were a farce conducted by a two-person research group, and one 
of the researchers had a fake diploma (Appendix B). After participants read the negative report, 
they were asked to provide their evaluations of the Airborne brand. Finally, students completed 
several questions to ensure that manipulations had held and finished with a brief demographic 
section. After the study, participants were administered a suspicion probe which revealed that 
participants did not have insights regarding the true nature of the experiment.  
Anthropomorphism Manipulation and Pretest. Two color print ads depicting either an 
anthropomorphized or a non-anthropomorphized brand were developed. Prior research has 
shown that endowing a brand with visual, vocal human features, and humanized motion triggers 
human schemas and anthropomorphic perceptions of an entity (Burgoon et al. 2000; Nicholas 
72 
 
  
Epley and Waytz 2009). The anthropomorphized brand ad depicted the Airborne package with 
legs and arms, and the ad copy was written in the first person (e.g., “I am Airborne. My focus is 
to support your immune system.”) The non-anthropomorphized brand ad contained a package of 
the brand with no human-like limbs, and the copy was created with statements in the third 
person.  
In a pretest (n = 26), two copies of the ads were presented to respondents who responded 
to a two-item measure on the degree to which the Airborne brand had a mind of its own and its 
own beliefs and desires (e.g., 1 = not at all appears to have mind of its own; 7 = definitely 
appears to have a mind of its own (Waytz, Morewedge et al. 2010); r = .85, p < .05). Based on 
subjects’ ratings, this pretest yielded the two ads as being different in the degree of brand 
anthropomorphism. As we intended, participants in the anthropomorphized brand condition 
perceived Airborne as having greater mind and its own beliefs than did those in the non-
anthropomorphized brand condition (Manth = 4.71; Mnon-anth = 3.71; F(1, 24) = 4.37, p < .05). In 
addition, to rule out the alternative explanation that the humanized ad may lead to higher initial 
liking for the brand, we collected an additional measure of brand attitude (four items (1 = 
unfavorable, bad, unpleasant, dislike; 7 = favorable, good, pleasant, like) on a seven-point scale; 
α = .91). Results of the pretest showed that no significant differences in respondents’ brand 
attitudes emerged across two types of ads (p >.10). 
Measures. We asked our respondents to indicate their attitude toward and trust in the 
Airborne brand. Attitude toward the brand (α = .91) was measured on a seven-point scale with 
the same four items that were used in the pretest. In turn, we measured trust in the brand (r = .91, 
p < .05) on seven-point Likert-type scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) with two 
items (i.e., dependable, reliable). After the dependent measures were completed, subjects 
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reported their involvement with the information from the report and to what extent that 
information was negative.  
Results  
 Manipulation checks.  We asked respondents to rate the extent to which information in 
the article was perceived as negative (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Indeed, one 
sample t-tests revealed that consumers perceived the article as providing negative information (M 
= 5.97; t(38)diff from 4 = 8.45, p < .05). Involvement with the information in the article was 
assessed with three items (e.g., very uninvolved, very involved; α = .92). Participants’ 
involvement did not differ statistically across ad types (F < 1). Finally, all respondents indicated 
that they were not familiar with the negative news that they had read in the report about the 
Airborne brand. 
 
Hypothesis test 
 
Familiarity with and prior attitude toward the Airborne brand were entered in the data 
analysis as covariates. However, their effects were insignificant and, thus, these variables were 
dropped from further analysis. As hypothesis 1 predicted, the anthropomorphized, versus the 
non-anthropomorphized brand, created less favorable attitude toward and less trust in the brand 
after participants were exposed to the negative consumerist’s report. In a MANOVA with 
attitude toward and trust in the Airborne brand as dependent variables, the effect of 
anthropomorphization was significant (Wilks’ Lambda = .84, F(2, 36) = 3.41, p < .05). That is, 
brand anthropomorphization created less favorable attitude toward the brand (Manth = 3.04; Mnon-
anth = 3.84; F(1, 37) = 6.58, p < .05) and less trust in the brand (Manth = 2.52; Mnon-anth = 3.39; F(1, 
37) = 6.07, p < .05). Overall, we found the negative effect of brand anthropomorphization when 
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consumers learned negative brand information regarding its product wrongdoings for an existing 
brand in the health supplements product category. In the next experiment, we attempt to 
generalize our findings from Experiment 1A into a different product category. 
 
 
Experiment 1B 
Research Design 
 
Subjects, design, and procedure. Forty undergraduate students at a private East Coast 
university participated in the study in exchange for extra credit. Different from Experiment 1A, 
we used a fictitious brand of an orange juice beverage, Orange Vie. The use of a fictitious brand 
name allowed us to control for prior existing knowledge and attitude toward the brand. All 
subjects viewed an ad for a product and then were exposed to a negative news report from the 
consumerist.com website. The negative information stated that the Department of Community 
Health is investigating a possible outbreak of patulin poisoning, a toxic contaminant produced 
naturally by moulds in fruit, that is linked to the Orange Vie juice beverage (Appendix B). After 
participants read the negative report, they were asked to provide their evaluations of the Orange 
Vie brand. Attitude toward the brand (α = .93) and trust in the brand (r = .96, p < .05) were 
measured with the same items as in Experiment 1A. Finally, students provided brief 
demographic information and completed an open-ended suspicion probe which showed that 
respondents did not recognize the nature of our Experiment.  
Anthropomorphism Manipulation and Pretest. We chose to manipulate brand 
anthropomorphization in a manner different from that of Experiment 1A. That is, brand 
anthropomorphization was created by representing a brand as performing a human-like behavior. 
This is consistent with previous research demonstrating that a non-human entity’s motions 
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(Heberlein and Adolphs 2004) and behaviors resembling a human behavior (e.g., skin 
moisturizer drinking water from a straw; Delbaere, McQuarrie, and Phillips 2011) automatically 
activate human schemas (Nicholas  Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo 2007). As our stimuli, we 
constructed two ads, each portraying an image of a bottle of an orange juice beverage in a beach 
setting. Participants in the anthropomorphized brand condition saw an image of a bottle arranged 
in such a manner that one perceptual reaction may be to see a representation of some human 
action. Specifically, the bottle was depicted as sitting on a beach chair and wearing a human hat 
(see Appendix A for the examples of stimuli used in experiments).  The non-anthropomorphized 
brand ad presented the same bottle set on a table next to a beach chair.  The ad copy was neutral: 
“Start your vacation with Orange Vie.” A pretest (n = 44) showed that the Orange Vie brand was 
perceived as having a mind of its own and its own beliefs and desires (r = .44, p < .05) to a 
greater extent in the anthropomorphized, as opposed to the non-anthropomorphized condition 
(Manth = 4.29; Mnon-anth = 3.30; F(1, 41) = 5.71, p < .05). Finally, results of the pretest confirmed 
that respondents’ brand attitudes did not significantly differ across humanized and non-
humanized brand ad conditions (p > .10).  
 
Results  
 
 Manipulation checks.  The results of one sample t-tests showed that consumers perceived 
the article as providing negative information (M = 5.95; t(39)diff from 4 = 9.35, p < .05). 
Respondents’ involvement while reading the consumerist.com’s report about the Orange Vie 
brand did not differ statistically across ad types (F < 1; r = .86; p < .05). 
 Hypothesis tests and discussion. Consistent with the predictions of hypothesis 1, the 
anthropomorphized, versus the non-anthropomorphized brand, created less favorable attitude 
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toward and less trust in the brand when respondents were exposed to a negative report. The 
results of MANOVA with attitude toward and trust in the brand as dependent variables showed 
that the effect of brand anthropomorphization was significant (Wilks’ Lambda = .83, F(2, 37) = 
3.90, p < .05). In other words, brand anthropomorphization led to a less positive attitude toward 
the brand (Manth = 2.48; Mnon-anth = 3.35; F(1, 38) = 5.65, p < .05) and less trust in the brand (Manth 
= 2.15; Mnon-anth = 3.00; F(1, 38) = 6.16, p < .05).  
Discussion 
 
In combination, Experiment 1A and 1B present a noteworthy finding which extends 
previous research on the effects of anthropomorphism. Specifically, two studies consistently 
demonstrate that the marketing tactic of brand anthropomorphization negatively affects 
consumers’ brand attitude and trust when a brand faces a spate of negative publicity. As such, the 
negative effect of brand humanization differs from the positive role of anthropomorphism 
documented in previous research. As a humanization of commercial entities generally boosts 
consumers’ liking and familiarity with them, the anthropomorphization of a brand enables 
consumers to automatically attribute mental states, intentionality, and human capabilities that, on 
the whole, increase consumers’ perceptions of intentionality of a brand’s negative actions.  
Moreover, in our studies, the negative effect of brand anthropomorphization held when 
we manipulated anthropomorphism with both a direct ascription of human features to a package 
(i.e., humanlike limbs) coupled with a brand’s message written from the first person, as well as 
with a more subtle representation of a humanlike behavior (i.e., sitting on a beach chair and 
wearing a hat). A manipulation check confirmed that both types of anthropomorphism induced 
stronger attributions of humanness that, in turn, led to more detrimental consequences for a brand 
blasted in the media for its wrongdoing.    
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The Moderating Effect of Implicit Theory of Personality 
Attributing humanlike mental states caused by brand anthropomorphization efforts can 
engender the application of social schemas and perceptions afforded to other humans. This 
means that when consumers confer humanlike mental states to non-human entities, such as 
brands, they will use their beliefs about the social world in judging inanimate objects. For 
example, social psychology researchers have found that when people attribute humanlike mental 
capabilities to nonhuman entities, they are likely to grant these entities moral worth and value. In 
one instance, people were more hesitant to destroy IBM’s legendary computer Big Blue when it 
appeared to them as mindful (Nicholas Epley and Waytz 2009). In another series of studies, it 
has been also shown that children were less willing to “hurt” a tree when they viewed it as 
humanlike (Gebhard, Nevers, and Mahecha-Billmann 2003). 
Evidence congenial with the established relationship between anthropomorphism and the 
application of social perceptions to the object world has also been documented in marketing, 
however, scarcely. For instance, Kim and McGill (2011) demonstrated that consumers applied 
their feelings of social power only when an object (e.g., slot machine) was anthropomorphized 
but not when the device lacked humanlike features. In this study, we examine whether 
consumers’ attributions of responsibility to the anthropomorphized brand confronting negative 
media coverage is qualified by the application of implicit theories of personality—people’s 
general knowledge structures regarding the malleability of our personalities (Poon and Koehler 
2008; Skowronski 2002). Consistent with prior research, people who believe that personality 
traits are fixed are referred to as entity theorists, whereas those who believe that personality is 
malleable are referred to as incremental theorists (Dweck, Chiu, and Hong 1995). Implicit 
theories affect 1) the way individuals use personality traits information in making inferences 
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regarding the causes of behaviors (Dweck, Chiu, and Hong 1995; Hong et al. 2004), and 2) the 
manner in which people form judgments of others based on one particular instance of behavior 
(Plaks, Levy, and Dweck 2009). 
First, in research on self-attributions, Dweck and her associates (Dweck, Chiu, and Hong 
1995; Dweck and Legget 1988) show that holding an entity versus incremental view of 
personality predicts a focus on negative self-traits in the face of rejection or a failure in 
achievement contexts. By contrast, a belief in a malleable self is related to a tendency to direct 
attention to a context-sensitive mediation processes (i.e., effort, problem-solving strategies in 
academic performance, emotions). Translating these findings into judgments of others, 
researchers suggested that entity theorists believe that a behavior observed in a certain situation 
is a reliable indicator of a corresponding personality trait (Chiu, Hong, and Dweck 1997). By 
contrast, individuals, who endorse an incremental theory stance focus more on contextual 
information (Dweck and Molden 2008). Consistently, Silvera, Moe, and Iversen (2000) find that 
incremental theorists tend to correct their dispositional inference to a greater extent than entity 
theorists, confirming to the fact that incrementalists advocate a more dynamic view of 
personality. Supporting this view, in a study conducted with preadolescents and college students, 
Erdley and Dweck (1993) find that entity theorists judged even mildly positive (e.g., “making 
one’s bed in the morning”) or negative (e.g., “interrupting someone who is speaking”) behaviors 
as manifestations of the target’s moral traits to a greater extent than did their incremental 
counterparts. In essence, Molden, Plaks, and Dweck (2006) established that after people initially 
categorize what type of behavior was being performed, incremental and entity theorists 
characterize what this behavior implies about either a person or a situation via divergent 
inference routes. That is, incremental theorists further pursue a situational inference goal (i.e., 
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characterize behaviors in terms of a person’s situational demands), whereas entity theorists 
adhere to a dispositional inference goal (i.e., explicate behaviors in terms of a person’s traits).  
Secondly, other streams of research stressed the idea that entity theorists make more 
confident future predictions about an actor’s behavior based on a single act than those with the 
incremental perspective (Chiu, Hong, and Dweck 1997). By contrast, incrementalists require 
more examples of behavior to render a robust judgment of a person (Plaks et al. 2001).  
In line with the premise that anthropomorphism increases the tendency to apply social 
knowledge to an anthropomorphized agent, we expect that consumers with different theories of 
personality are likely to characterize the negative performance of an anthropomorphized versus 
non-anthropomorphized brand in distinct ways. Specifically, people with entity theory views are 
likely to view a negative performance of an anthropomorphized brand as an indicator of stable 
negative brand characteristics. They are also likely to see a single brand wrongdoing as a strong 
predictor of future negative brand performance. Therefore, given two theoretical facts, 1) that 
consumers see an anthropomorphized brand as more responsible for its negative action, and 2) 
that this action is a reliable and stable manifestation of the brand’s characteristics, consumers 
with an entity perspective are more likely to have less favorable attitude toward an 
anthropomorphized versus a non-anthropomorphized brand. In contrast, consumers with an 
incremental theory view do not focus on trait information and tend to expect a variation in future 
behaviors after being exposed to a single negative action. Hence, although they may see an 
anthropomorphized brand as acting intentionally, they are not likely to rely on a single act of 
negative brand performance in forming an overall judgment of an anthropomorphized brand. As 
a result of applying an incremental view of social behavior to a humanized entity, they are not 
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likely to judge a wrongdoing of an anthropomorphized brand more negatively than that of a non-
anthropomorphized brand.  
H2: For consumers who hold an entity theory view, anthropomorphization of a brand is 
likely to lead to less favorable consumers’ attitude toward the brand after they are 
exposed to negative brand information. In contrast, for consumers who hold 
incremental theory view, anthropomorphization of a brand is not likely to 
significantly affect consumers’ attitudes toward the brand after they are exposed to 
negative brand information. 
 
 
Experiment 2 
Research Design 
 
Subjects, Design, and Procedure. One hundred three undergraduate students at a private 
East Coast university participated in a 2 (brand anthropomorphism: anthropomorphized, non-
anthropomorphized brand) x 2 (implicit theory manipulation: entity, incremental) study design. 
As a cover story, respondents were told that they would participate in two unrelated studies that 
were grouped together for efficiency. The first survey contained an implicit theory manipulation 
(described below). Next, participants were asked to form an impression of a newly introduced 
brand of smoothie maker, Super Act, based on the ad and a report from the consumerist.com’s 
website. An anthropomorphic representation of a brand was induced via an ad copy (described 
below). Finally, respondents were administered a demand probe. No participants reported 
awareness of a link between the two studies.  
Stimulus Materials. We manipulated brand anthropomorphization in two ways. First, we 
presented a product of a smoothie maker with two symmetrical buttons that resembled human 
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eyes and the base of the product appearing as legs. Second, the main text was written from the 
first person (e.g., “I am the most reliable and leading brand of smoothie maker on the market.”). 
The ad for a non-anthropomorphized brand depicted the product with one button and a round-
shape base. Consistently, the ad copy for the non-anthropomorphized brand was written from the 
third person.  
For the manipulation check on anthropomorphism, we conducted a pretest (n = 55). 
Respondents were asked to provide their agreement with four statements that read, “It seems 
almost as if SuperAct has: 1) its own beliefs and desires; 2) consciousness; 3) a mind of its own;” 
1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree). The last item required participants to rate the extent to 
which SuperAct had come alive (like a human). Responses to these items were summed (α = .89) 
and, as expected, respondents in the anthropomorphized brand condition indicated that the brand 
looked more like a human, had its own mind, beliefs, etc. than did those in the non-
anthropomorphized brand condition (Manth = 4.04; Mnon-anth = 3.16; F(1, 53) = 5.52, p < .05).  
After we collected measures on the degree of brand anthropomorphism, respondents were 
presented a consumerist.com’s report regarding the SuperAct brand’s negative performance. This 
goal was accomplished by reporting that consumers had complained regarding SuperAct 
smoothie maker’s ability to efficiently and consistently create chunk-free smoothies. Our data 
showed that respondents viewed the report as providing negative information about the SuperAct 
brand (M = 5.55; t(54)diff from 4 = 8.90, p < .05).  
Implicit Theory Manipulation. Following prior research in social psychology and 
marketing (Chiu, Hong, and Dweck 1997; J. K. Park and John 2010), implicit theories of 
personality were induced by having respondents read an article that presented views consistent 
with either incremental or entity theory. After completing the article, participants were asked to 
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indicate their opinions on 7-point scales that best reflected their views of the article in order to 
ensure that the article in both conditions were equally persuasive and clear. Responses to these 
two items were averaged (r = .54; p < .05), and no statistical differences were found across 
conditions (F < 1). To check whether reading the article induced appropriate theory view, 
respondents were asked to make predictions about four target persons’ behaviors in a particular 
situation on the probability scale from 0 to 100. Chiu et al. (1997) find that individuals induced 
with the entity theory mind-set make stronger predictions of behaviors across situations given a 
specific trait. As expected, we found that respondents who read the article about stable 
personality traits attributed higher probability for future behaviors that were consistent with a 
given trait than did those who read the article about malleable personality (Mentity = 78.21; 
Mincremental = 71.86; F(1, 102) = 4.51, p < .05).  
Measures. Attitude toward the brand (α = .94) was measured with the same items as in 
Experiment 1. In turn, we measured brand responsibility on seven-point Likert-type scales (α = 
.67) with three items that read: 1) “The SuperAct brand, alone, is responsible for the problems 
with the smoothie maker;” 2) “This incident is the fault of the SuperAct brand;” 3) “Please rate 
the likelihood that the Super Act brand is the source of the issues with the smoothie maker.” 
After the dependent measures were completed, subjects reported their involvement with the 
information from the report and the extent to which the information was negative.  
Results 
 
 Hypothesis tests. We performed a 2 (implicit theory manipulation: entity, incremental) x 
2 (brand anthropomorphization) ANOVA on attitude toward the brand. The results revealed a 
significant interaction between implicit theory and brand anthropomorphization (F(1, 99) = 4.19, 
p < .05). We followed up with the further analysis of planned contrasts. The participants who had 
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been manipulated with an entity theory stance had less favorable brand attitude when they were 
exposed to the ad of the anthropomorphized brand and later learned negative brand information 
than did those who saw the ad of the non-anthropomorphized brand (Manth = 3.46; Mnon-anth = 
4.14; F(1, 99) = 4.34, p < .05). In contrast, those respondents who were manipulated with 
incremental theory exhibited no statistical differences in brand attitude whether they were 
exposed to the anthropomorphized or non-anthropomorphized brand (F < 1). The graph for the 
interaction effect of brand anthropomorphization and implicit theory on brand attitude is given in 
Figure 3-1.  
 
Process variables. We expect that entity theorists would attribute greater responsibility to 
an anthropomorphized brand, whereas incremental theorists would exhibit no differences in 
terms of responsibility attribution. To investigate whether brand responsibility mediates the 
moderating effect of implicit theory of personality, we subjected this variable to a two-way 
ANOVA. In step 1, we estimated whether implicit theory moderates the relationship between 
brand anthropomorphization and brand responsibility. Consistent with our theorizing, we found a 
moderation of implicit theory (F(1, 99) = 7.55, p < .05). Planned contrasts revealed that, when 
respondents were manipulated with an entity theory view, they attributed greater responsibility 
for its action to an anthropomorphized brand than to a non-anthropomorphized brand (Manth = 
5.05; Mnon-anth = 3.94; F(1, 99) = 12.81, p < .05). However, no significant difference in brand 
responsibility ratings was found when participants held an incremental theory stance. In step 2, 
we tested whether the mediating variable predicted consumers’ brand attitude. A regression 
analysis with brand attitude as the dependent variable revealed the effect of brand responsibility 
(F(1, 101) = 11.66, p < .05). Finally, in step 3, when the two-way interaction of brand 
anthropomorphization (independent variable), implicit theory (moderator variable), and brand 
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responsibility (mediator variable) were all included in the model predicting consumers’ brand 
attitude, brand responsibility emerged as a significant factor affecting brand attitude (β = -.29, 
t(2, 100) = - 2.84, p < .05). To determine whether the moderation effect of implicit theory was 
significantly decreased by the introduction of the mediator (i.e., brand responsibility), we 
conducted a Sobel test. In support of the mediated moderation effect, this test revealed a 
significant result (z = 1.98, p < .05).  
Discussion 
 
The results of Experiment 2 support our hypothesis that implicit theory of personality 
moderates the relationship between brand anthropomorphization that precedes an instance of 
negative brand performance, and consumers’ perceptions. As hypothesized, for consumers who 
believe in stable personality traits, the anthropomorphization of a brand led to less favorable 
consumers’ attitude. However, for consumers who accept the malleable nature of personality, 
brand anthropomorphization does not prompt more negative reactions toward a brand after being 
exposed to negative brand information. In addition, consistent with the theoretical argument that 
an anthropomorphized entity is perceived as intentional and mindful, and, therefore, attributed 
greater responsibility for its behaviors, our results showed that brand responsibility served as a 
mediator for the interaction effect between brand anthropomorphization and implicit theory of 
personality. 
 
Experiment 3 
Experiment 3 extends the findings of Experiment 2 by examining the qualifying 
conditions of the moderating effect of implicit theory of personality on the relationships between 
brand anthropomorphization followed by negative news and consumers’ brand attitudes. The 
85 
 
  
question that we seek to answer is, “Do consumers’ reactions to brand anthropomorphization that 
precedes negative brand performance vary depending upon whether they learn about contextual 
influences that would be expected to weaken their impressions of a negative brand performance 
(i.e., discounted context) or learn about contextual influences that would be expected to 
strengthen their impressions of a negative brand performance (i.e., augmented context)?” 
Recent research has demonstrated that contextual information decreases the impact of 
negative publicity as it changes the way consumers interpret brand actions (Klein and Dawar 
2004). In general, prior studies in marketing are concordant with the fact that contextual factors 
make consumers discount a brand’s responsibility for its negative performance (Folkes 1984; 
Laufer and Gillespie 2004; Monga and John 2008). As a result, consumers’ brand evaluations 
tend to be less negative in the discounted context than those in the augmented context. Therefore, 
it is expected that consumers who hold both incremental and entity theory views will discount a 
non-anthropomorphized brand’s responsibility for its negative performance when exposed to 
additional contextual information. As a result, their attitudes toward a non-anthropomorphized 
brand tend to be more positive in a discounted than in an augmented context. Furthermore, given 
that consumers with incremental perspective are also predisposed to take into account 
discounting information while forming a global impression of a person, we expect that their 
judgments of an anthropomorphized brand remain largely unchanged. Hence, we do not expect 
any significant differences between their attitudes toward an anthropomorphized or a non-
anthropomorphized brand. By contrast, consumers with entity perspective are likely to disregard 
any contextual information for negative performance of an anthropomorphized brand. This 
outcome is thought to occur according to a theoretical postulate that entity theorists tend to use a 
single behavioral act as an indicator of an underlying trait, as well as a predictor of future 
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performance (Molden, Plaks, and Dweck 2006). Consequently, in a discounted context, 
consumers with an entity perspective are likely to decrease their evaluations of an 
anthropomorphized brand compared to that of a non-anthropomorphized brand.  
Clearly, when contextual factors are eliminated from a situation, that is, when a context 
changes from discounted to augmented, consumers who hold both entity and incremental 
perspectives will decrease their attitudes toward a non-anthropomorphized brand (Monga and 
John 2008). Given that consumers with entity perspectives initially do not consider contextual 
information for an anthropomorphized brand, their attitudes toward an anthropomorphized and a 
non-anthropomorphized brand are expected to become equal in an augmented context. However, 
the outcome of brand anthropomorphization is likely to be different for consumers with an 
incremental perspective. As they apply their social knowledge to a humanized brand and as they 
do not judge people based on a single (although negative) behavioral act (S. R. Levy et al. 2001), 
consumers with incremental theory are not predisposed to decrease their attitudes toward an 
anthropomorphized brand even when information becomes more negative (i.e., in an augmented 
context). However, as an augmented context decreases their evaluations of a non-humanized 
brand, we expect that consumers’ evaluations of a non-anthropomorphized brand are likely to be 
lower than that of an anthropomorphized brand. 
H3a: In a discounted context, consumers with entity theory view are likely to have less 
favorable attitude toward an anthropomorphized than to a non-anthropomorphized 
brand after they are exposed to negative brand information.  Consumers with 
incremental theory view are likely to hold equivalent attitudes toward an 
anthropomorphized and a non-anthropomorphized brand. 
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H3b: In an augmented context, consumers with entity theory view are likely to hold 
equivalent attitudes toward an anthropomorphized and a non-anthropomorphized 
brand after they are being exposed to negative brand information. Consumers with 
incremental theory view are likely to have more favorable attitudes toward an 
anthropomorphized than to a non-anthropomorphized brand. 
 
Research Design 
 
Subjects, Design, and Procedure. One hundred ninety-four undergraduate students at a 
private East Coast university participated in a study. We employed a 2 (brand 
anthropomorphism: anthropomorphized, non-anthropomorphized brand) x 2 (implicit theory 
manipulation: entity, incremental) x 2 (context type: augmented, discounted) between-subject 
full factorial design. The experimental procedure was identical to that of Experiment 2. First, 
participants read an article implementing either an entity or incremental theory view. Then, they 
were presented with an ad intended to induce anthropomorphic perceptions of a brand which was 
followed by a negative report. After reading the report, participants filled out a questionnaire 
with dependent and manipulation check variables. The study concluded with a brief demographic 
section and an open-ended suspicion probe that revealed that participants were not aware of a 
link between the two studies.  
Stimulus Materials and Pretests. In this study, we used a fictitious brand of a deodorant, 
XFree (Appendix A). Brand anthropomorphization was manipulated via the combination of 
visual and verbal human-like elements. First, to activate human knowledge by visual cues, we 
created a shadow of the product in human form. As in Experiment 2, the main text was written 
from the first person (e.g., “I give you the power to go that extra mile.”). The ad for a non-
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anthropomorphized brand contained only the image of a deodorant without a human shadow. 
Additionally, the ad copy for the non-anthropomorphized brand was written from the third 
person.  
For the manipulation check on anthropomorphism, we conducted a pretest (n = 66). 
Anthropomorphism was measured with the same four items as those in Experiment 2 (α = .89).  
As expected, participants in the anthropomorphized brand condition indicated that the brand had 
its own mind, beliefs, etc. to a greater extent than did those in the non-anthropomorphized brand 
condition (Manth = 3.94; Mnon-anth = 3.13; F(1, 65) = 4.31, p < .05).  
The XFree brand’s negative performance was provided in the consumerist.com’s report. 
Specifically, participants read information regarding consumers’ complaints surrounding the 
XFree deodorant’s inability to perform effectively throughout the day. In the augmented context, 
respondents read the report that contained the statement of the brand’s ineffectiveness 
strengthened by the fact that independent sources indicated that the XFree brand contains 
ingredients that are likely to lose their effectiveness after short time periods. In the discounted 
context, participants read the same statement followed by several counterclaims (e.g., 
“deodorants, in general, cannot deal with certain problems that are so innately personal”).  
The results of a pretest showed that in both conditions, the report was viewed as 
providing negative information about the XFree brand, however, perceived negativity of the 
information was greater in the augmented, as opposed to the discounted, context  (Maugmented = 
6.14; Mdiscounted = 5.42; F(64) = 4.76, p < .05). As the report in the discounted context included 
evidence that potentially modified initial negative statements, the overall impression of a brand 
in the discounted context should not only have been less negative but also more ambiguous in 
comparison with the augmented context. The results of our pretest, in fact, showed, that 
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respondents had more uncertain, ambiguous, and unclear perception of the XFree brand in the 
discounted context (Mdiscounted = 4.89; Maugmented = 4.27; F(65) = 4.29, p < .05; α = .81).  
Results 
 
Implicit Theory Manipulation Check. After participants read the article, they indicated 
how persuasive and clear the article was (r = .51, p < .05). Responses to two items were 
averaged, and no statistical differences were found across conditions (p > .10). As a check on 
appropriate theory view, participants made predictions about four target persons’ behaviors (α = 
.91) in a particular situation on the probability scale from 0 to 100. The results confirmed our 
intended manipulation that respondents who read the article about stable personality traits 
ascribed higher probability for future behaviors that were consistent with a given trait than did 
those who read the article about changeable personality (Mentity = 76.07; Mincremental = 71.21; F(1, 
191) = 3.93, p < .05).  
Hypothesis tests. The predictions were tested using ANOVA including the main effects 
of brand anthropomorphization, implicit theory, context type, and all possible two- and three-
way interactions. The results showed a significant two-way interaction between brand 
anthropomorphization and implicit theory (F(1, 185) = 23.66,  p < .05). In addition, the 
interaction effect between brand anthropomorphization and context type was also significant 
(F(1, 185) = 10.29,  p < .05). These effects were qualified by a significant three-way interaction 
between brand anthropomorphization, implicit theory, and context type (F(1, 185) = 3.95,  p < 
.05) on brand attitude. 
 We conducted further analysis to examine a three-way interaction in support of our 
hypotheses.  For the participants in the discounted context, the interaction between brand 
anthropomorphization and implicit theory was significant (F(1, 185) = 20.33, p < .05). We 
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followed up with a further examination of the pattern of cell means. The participants who had 
been  manipulated with entity theory view had less favorable brand attitude when they saw the ad 
of the anthropomorphized brand and later read negative brand report than did those who were 
exposed to the ad of the non-anthropomorphized brand (Manth = 2.71; Mnon-anth = 4.29; F(1, 185) 
= 29.07, p < .05). In contrast, those respondents who had been manipulated with incremental 
theory showed no differences in brand attitude whether they saw the ad with an 
anthropomorphized or non-anthropomorphized brand (p > .10). This pattern of results is similar 
to that in Experiment 2 and consistent with our expectations based on our conceptual framework.  
 For the respondents exposed to the negative report in the augmented context, the 
interaction between brand anthropomorphization and implicit theory was also significant (F(1, 
185) = 4.37, p < .05). Further investigation of the pattern of cell means showed that for 
participants manipulated with an entity theory stance, there was no significant difference 
between the two brand conditions (F < 1). However, for respondents manipulated with an 
incremental theory view, the ad with an anthropomorphized brand created significantly more 
positive brand attitude than the ad with a non-anthropomorphized brand (Manth = 3.51; Mnon-anth = 
2.86; F(1, 185) = 6.00, p < .05). The pattern of the three-way interaction effect is graphed in 
Figure 3-2.  
Discussion 
 
The findings of Experiment 3 are consistent with our predictions that a context type 
qualifies the moderating role of implicit theory in the negative effect of brand 
anthropomorphization. Specifically, the results of Experiment 3 demonstrate that respondents 
with an entity theory view exhibit less favorable attitude toward an anthropomorphized brand for 
its wrongdoing in a discounted context. In contrast, respondents with an incremental theory 
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stance hold similar attitudes toward an anthropomorphized versus non-anthropomorphized brand 
that faces negative media coverage when they are exposed to additional contextual information. 
These findings dovetail well with past research that suggests that entity theory proponents 
steadily use trait information even in light of contextual information, whereas incremental theory 
advocates utilize contextual information in making judgments of others’ actions. However, in an 
augmented context, the results of Experiment 3 speak to the fact that consumers with an entity 
perspective view an anthropomorphized and a non-anthropomorphized brand equivalently when 
they encounter news of negative brand performance. Unlike their counterparts, consumers with 
incremental perspective hold more favorable attitudes toward an anthropomorphized brand 
compared to that of a non-anthropomorphized. The theoretical reasoning behind this outcome is 
that incrementalists decrease their attitudes toward a non-humanized brand in an augmented 
context. However, they apply their social schemas of personality malleability toward a 
humanized brand and, thus, do not judge an anthropomorphized brand based on a single act of 
transgression in a similar way they would not judge an actual human being based on one 
particular wrongdoing.  
Ancillary analysis. Post hoc analysis utilizing ancillary relationship diagnostics were 
performed to explore the viability of our arguments that entity theorists strongly rely on a single 
behavior to form impressions of an anthropomorphized brand in both discounted and augmented 
contexts. In contrast, incremental theorists do not focus on one incident of a wrongdoing in 
making a judgment of a humanized entity in either discounted or augmented contexts. Contrasts 
conducted in light of a significant 2 (brand anthropomorphism: anthropomorphized, non-
anthropomorphized brand) x 2 (context type: augmented, discounted) revealed that the context 
type had no statistically significant effect on brand attitude for respondents exposed to the ad 
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with an anthropomorphized brand (F < 1). Additional contrast analyses showed that consumers 
with both entity and incremental theory views did not change their attitude toward an 
anthropomorphized brand when the context changed from discounted to augmented. 
Furthermore, as expected, the context type significantly reduced consumers’ brand attitudes 
when they were exposed to the ad that did not contain any anthropomorphic features (Maugmented = 
3.00; Mdiscounted = 3.80; F(1, 185) = 16.08, p < .05). Importantly, consumers induced with both 
entity and incremental theory stances significantly decreased their brand attitude when they 
viewed the ad of a non-anthropomorphized brand. These results fit well with implicit theory of 
personality which suggests that entity theorists are insensitive to the amount of contextual, 
discounting information in judging social targets and utilize any single piece of behavioral 
information as a reliable expression of underlying characteristics of an entity. In contrast, 
consumers with an incremental stance do not judge individuals based on one behavior, and, 
clearly, the same social schemas are applied to humanized brands. Since anthropomorphization 
triggers an application of social knowledge to a brand, consumers’ evaluations of this brand 
follows the pattern that they would exhibit if a target were a human being. This pattern of 
judgment ceases to exist when a brand is being evaluated without an application of social 
schemas. Therefore, consumers’ attitudes toward a non-anthropomorphized brand vary 
depending upon the amount of discounting information being presented. 
 
General Discussion and Conclusion 
Marketing practitioners frequently imbue their brands with humanlike qualities, and prior 
research largely supports the assertion that consumers develop more favorable attitudes toward 
branded products that have human features (Aggarwal and McGill 2007; Batra, Lehmann, and 
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Singh 1993; Fournier 1998). However, previous research is largely silent to the question of 
whether anthropomorphism can lead to negative consequences for an anthropomorphized entity. 
Our findings, therefore, offer several important theoretical contributions. First, our 
research contributes to the anthropomorphism literature by providing initial theoretical and 
empirical documentation of the negative effects of brand anthropomorphization on consumers’ 
attitude toward the brand adversely envisaged by mass media. Through a series of four studies, 
our research demonstrates that anthropomorphized brands appear mindful, conscious, and 
capable of intentional actions and, therefore, are perceived as responsible for performing 
negative actions. This phenomenon is closely allied with the theoretical premise that intentional, 
as opposed to accidental, actions are perceived as being more detrimental in determining 
responsibility and blame (Nicholas Epley and Waytz 2009; Waytz, Gray et al. 2010). Hence, 
Experiments 1A and 1B show convergent evidence that brand anthropomorphism negatively 
affects consumers’ attitude toward the brand that committed a wrongdoing. Importantly, the 
negative effect of brand anthropomorphization is replicated across different product categories 
(i.e., immune support supplement, orange juice beverage, smoothie maker, deodorant), as well as 
in the domain of known and fictitious brands. 
Furthermore, this research also contributes to anthropomorphism theory by deepening our 
understanding of the way people bear upon social beliefs and perceptions when an inanimate 
entity is being anthropomorphized. Specifically, Experiment 2 demonstrates that when 
individuals apply their implicit theories of personality to humanized brands, the effect of brand 
anthropomorphization on consumers’ attitudes varies depending on the particular theory that 
consumers advocate. When consumers appertain entity theory view to an anthropomorphized 
brand, the effect of anthropomorphism is largely adverse for a brand. This outcome is theorized 
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to occur because individuals with entity perspectives rely on a single act of transgression as a 
manifestation of an underlying negative trait and as a strong predictor of future brand 
performance. In contrast, even though consumers may attribute greater responsibility to an 
anthropomorphized versus non-anthropomorphized brand after news of negative performance, 
their incremental theory views allow for the possibility of behavioral instability across contexts. 
Thus, for incrementalists, brand anthropomorphization did not lead to a more negative brand 
attitude toward a brand that committed a wrongdoing. Importantly, the process analysis of 
Experiment 2, indeed, reveals that the negative effect of brand anthropomorphization is mediated 
by consumer’s attributions of greater responsibility to a brand. This finding is consistent with the 
central tenet of our theory that anthropomorphism increases perceptions of intentionality (“a 
guilty mind”), leading to the observed impact on consumers’ perceptions of a brand’s 
responsibility. 
Experiment 3, first, replicates the interactive effect between brand anthropomorphization 
and implicit theory of personality and, second, delineates qualifying conditions for the 
moderating role of implicit theory. In particular, we theorize that a context type influences the 
manner in which consumers with entity and incremental perspectives react to brand 
anthropomorphization. Consistent with Experiment 2, consumers with entity theory views 
disregard contextual information and, therefore, hold less favorable attitude toward an 
anthropomorphized brand that undergoes negative information in a discounted context. No such 
differences emerge for entity theorists in an augmented context, because consumers lower their 
attitude only toward a non-anthropomorphized brand when contextual information is eliminated. 
In contrast, consumers with incremental perspectives show similar attitudes toward an 
anthropomorphized and a non-anthropomorphized brand in a discounted context. However, they 
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exhibit more favorable attitudes toward a humanized brand in an augmented context, because 
incrementalists tend to avoid judging an anthropomorphized entity based on a single act of 
transgression, whereas their evaluations of a non-humanized entity decrease when the context 
ceases to provide any discounting information. 
Documenting evidence of the negative effects of the anthropomorphization of a brand 
that faces charges from its negative performance is not only theoretically worthwhile but also 
delivers managerially important insights. In particular, this research provides a warning signal 
for the management of a brand that is under negative news coverage. Evidence from the current 
study suggests that brand anthropomorphization may intensify both negative brand reactions (for 
entity theorists) and facilitate positive brand responses (for incremental theorists). As prior 
research has documented that the implicit theory view can be induced through the variations of 
ad communications (Yorkston, Nunes, and Matta 2010), a brand manager, therefore, should 
carefully craft its post-crisis brand communications, tailoring them to specific segments of 
consumers.  
This research raises several questions for further investigation. First, our manipulations of 
brand anthropomorphism were conducted by infusing a branded product with human-like visual 
elements and by exposing respondents to an ad copy of a brand addressing the audience from the 
first person. Research could delve deeper to uncover certain conditions under which the 
physicality of a product translates into strong consumers’ associations between a brand and 
human schemas, thus, leading to potentially distinct effects of anthropomorphism on consumers’ 
perceptions of a brand’s transgressions. Understanding the process of transferability and the 
manner by which human knowledge is linked to a brand via different means warrant closer 
examination. Second, we also need to explore further how temporal the effects uncovered in the 
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current research are. Furthermore, as this study examined implicit theories of personality as the 
social beliefs that are applied to anthropomorphized entities, future research may address 
different types of social schemas and perceptions that can moderate the negative effect of brand 
humanization. As brand anthropomorphization triggers negative consumer reactions, we 
recognize that the effects obtained in the current study may not be applied to all negativity 
events. It may be possible that the effect of brand anthropomorphization may dissipate when 
consumers face extremely negative brand information, such as health-threatening failures or 
immoral actions. This is a fruitful area of future inquiry. 
In closing, the main contributions of the study are twofold. The first lies in demonstrating 
that anthropomorphization may have less positive effects for consumers’ perceptions of a brand 
when it undergoes negative media coverage. The second stresses the importance of the impact of 
certain social beliefs, that is, implicit beliefs of the personality malleability, in modifying the 
detrimental effect of brand anthropomorphization. 
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Table 1-1: Research Questions 
 
STUDY 1: POSITIVES OF BRANDS AS HUMANS: THE PROCESS OF BRAND 
ANTHROPOMORPHIZATION 
  
 How is the concept of brand anthropomophization different from existing concepts of 1) brand 
personality and 2) consumer-brand relationships? 
 How does the process of brand anthropomorphization develop? 
 What are the consequences of brand anthropomorphization? 
 
STUDY 2: NEGATIVES OF BRANDS AS HUMANS: THE DETRIMENTAL ROLE OF BRAND 
ANTHROPOMORPHIZATION AMIDST PRODUCT WRONGDOINGS 
  
 Does brand anthropomorphization have negative repercussions when a brand is viewed 
responsible for its product wrongdoing? 
 What are the moderators of the negative effect of brand anthropomorphization in face of negative 
publicity? 
 Does the interaction effect between brand anthropomorphization and implicit theory of personality 
depend upon the type of contextual information regarding a product wrongdoing? 
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Table 2-1: Informants’ Details 
 
Informants* Age 
(Gender**) 
Occupation Brands Discussed 
1. Amanda  22 (F) Nursing Student Chevrolet 
2. Arthur  25 (F) Business Administration Student Pioneers  
3. Gabriella  22 (F) Communication Student BMW 
4. Jessica  21 (F) Hotel and Restaurant Management Student Cadillac, Strawberry, Starbucks 
5. Ashley  21 (F) Business Administration Student Target, Abercrombie, iPhone  
6. Eric  20 (M) Business Administration Student Adidas, Google 
7. Christopher  21 (M) Business Administration Student Disney 
8. Stephanie  22 (F) Business Administration Student Jiff Peanut Butter, iPod, Coach, Nike 
9. Cynthia 23 (F) Business Administration Student Zara 
10. Joydeep  23 (M) Business Administration Student Mac, Sony 
11. Patrick  22 (M) Business Administration Student Cinnamon Toast Crunch cereal 
12. Sara  22 (F) Business Administration Student Apple, iPhone 
13. Mike  22 (M) Business Administration Student Gillette  
14. Emily  23 (F) Business Administration Student Mac 
15. Erica 20 (F) Business Administration Student Burberry (her brother’s girlfriend) 
16. Georgia 21 (M) Business Administration Student Windows 
17. Ivan  21 (F) Business Administration Student Nokia 
18. Ben  56 (M) Business Faculty LL. Bean 
19. John  37 (M) Business Faculty Comcast 
20. Andrea 31 (F) Business Ph.D. Student Mac, Nissan 
21. Samantha  32 (F) Business Ph.D. Student Jones New York, Mac 
22. Marry  24 (F) Business Ph.D. Student Barbie 
23. Fred  33 (M) Business Ph.D. Student Honda 
24. James 42 (M) Business Ph.D. Student Toyota 
* Fictitious names provided 
** M=Male, F=Female 
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Figure 1: 2010 Crisis Categories 
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Figure 2: A Four-Stage Process Model of Brand Anthropomorphization 
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Figure 3: Study 2--Examples of Manipulations of Anthropomorphized Brands 
 
 
 
 
(Anthropomorphized brand: Experiment 1B) 
 
  
 
(Non-anthropomorphized brand: Experiment 1B) 
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Figure 3: Continued 
 
 
 
 
(Anthropomorphized brand: Experiment 2) 
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Figure 3: Continued 
 
(Non-anthropomorphized brand: Experiment 2) 
 
 
 
 
(Anthropomorphized brand: Experiment 3) 
 
 
 
(Non-anthropomorphized brand: Experiment 3) 
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Figure 4: Study 2—Manipulations of Negative Brand Information 
 
Experiment 1A: 
 
Claim Benefits in Airborne Class Action Lawsuit 
 
Last month, the company agreed to a $23.3 million settlement 
in a class action lawsuit against them for false advertising by 
the Center for Science in the Public Interest.  
Why? Airborne is not a cold remedy and it’s never been proven 
to work. The double-blind tests the company has used in its 
marketing claims were a farce conducted by a two-person 
research group, and one of the researchers had a fake diploma.  
Airborne is basically an overpriced, run-of-the-mill vitamin pill 
that’s been cleverly, but deceptively, marketed. 
  
Experiment 1B: 
 
Fruit juice beverage, Orange Vie, may have sickened people 
along the East Coast 
  
Independent reports have announced this morning that the 
Department of Community Health is investigating a possible 
outbreak of patulin poisoning, a toxic contaminant produced 
naturally by moulds in fruit, that appears to be linked to the 
orange juice beverage, Orange Vie. Some independent sources 
indicate that fruit could have become contaminated when 
vulnerable external points of fruit had been immersed in cold, 
contaminated water. It is also likely that the orange juice had 
suffered serious problems during storage due to contamination 
by microorganisms, which are the main microorganisms of 
citrus juices due to its low pH.  
The Food and Drug Administration says the contamination does 
not present an immediate risk to consumers, but long-term 
consumption could damage the immune system and nervous 
system. Mary Vermeer, the company's CEO, said officials still 
are investigating and have not confirmed that patulin was found 
in the juice and, even if so, whether Orange Vie should be 
responsible for that.   
  
Experiment 2: 
 
Super Act Smoothie not so “Super” 
  
There have been reports of consumer complaints regarding the 
smoothie maker brand, Super Act. Most of the complaints 
surround the ability of Super Act to consistently create chunk-
free smoothies. Consumers have repeatedly stated that this 
highly touted machine leaves them with smoothies littered with 
pieces of solid ingredients.  
However, independent experts report that Super Act’s unique 
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CycloneCreator blending system requires a longer blending 
time. This blending system works best when the larger chunks 
of fruits and vegetables have already been chopped up, so that it 
can then subject the smaller pieces to its blades. In addition, 
other sources indicate that the culprit may be the design of the 
blades which were produced by SteelWare, Inc. These sources 
suggest that the angle of the blades is insufficient to create the 
necessary suction for the blending system to operate properly. 
Further investigations of the reported problems with Super Act 
are ongoing. 
  
Experiment 3: 
Augmented 
Context 
XFree Does Not Make You Free 
  
The antiperspirant deodorant brand, XFree, is expanding its 
availability in the market. However, there have been recent 
reports of consumer complaints regarding problems with this 
brand. Most of the complaints surround the inability of XFree 
to perform effectively throughout the day, resulting in 
unexpected sweatiness and odor by midday. Independent 
experts indicate that the XFree brand contains ingredients that 
are likely to lose their effectiveness after short time periods, 
which may support these consumer complaints. 
  
 
Experiment 3: 
Discounted 
Context 
XFree Does Not Make You Free 
 
The antiperspirant deodorant brand, XFree, is expanding its 
availability in the market. However, there have been recent 
reports of consumer complaints regarding problems with this 
brand. Most of the complaints surround the inability of XFree 
to perform effectively throughout the day, resulting in 
unexpected sweatiness and odor by midday. Independent 
experts indicate that the XFree brand contains ingredients that 
are likely to lose their effectiveness after short time periods, 
which may support these consumer complaints. 
 
However, some counterclaims originate from the fact that 
deodorants, in general, cannot deal with certain problems that 
are so innately personal. The ingredients in XFree deodorant 
work to slow down the process of bacterial growth, which is the 
main cause of body odor for many people. However, some 
individuals’ bacteria may be highly resistant to the deodorant 
ingredients that suppress the odor-causing bacteria. Further 
investigations regarding whether the ingredients in XFree 
deodorant are ineffective only for these specific types of 
individuals, or if they are ineffective, in general, are ongoing. 
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Figure 5: Study 2 (Experiment 2)--Interaction Effect between Brand 
Anthropomorphization and Implicit Theory 
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Figure 6: Study 2(Experiment 3)—Interaction Effect between Brand 
Anthropomorphization and Implicit Theory 
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Figure 6: Continued 
 
B. AUGMENTED CONTEXT 
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